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    The house where Maxim Gorky was born — Nizhny Novgorod
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    Nizhny Novgorod is the fifth largest city in Russia, located 400 kilometres from Moscow to the east.
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    Gorky, c. 1900
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    OR, FOMA GORDEYEV


    
      
    


    Translated by Herman Bernstein


    
      
    


    The Man Who was Afraid is one of Gorky’s first novels, published in 1899 when the author was in his early thirties. The writer had experienced a turbulent and difficult upbringing; he was born into poverty and his father died during the author’s infancy and Gorky was mostly raised by his grandparents. He was forced into work and when he was twelve he ran away from home to a village in Kazan, where he encountered radical political groups such as Land and Liberty, where he attended socialist meetings. He was first arrested in October 1889 when he was accused of spreading revolutionary materials and propaganda, although a lack of evidence resulted in the charges being dropped. Gorky would continue to be periodically arrested over the next twenty years, contributing to the further radicalisation of his politics. Gorky’s early experiences and beliefs are central to his novels and plays; he was a writer that believed firmly in literature as a political and moral act, which could help transform society.


    He contributed political articles to newspapers and journals, while also writing short stories that earned him great commercial and critical success during the late 1890’s. The author was devoted to showing the lives and hardships of those most humbled and humiliated under Capitalism and the Tsarist system that seemed to deny many people their dignity and humanity. Gorky was a great admirer of the renowned writer Anton Chekhov and it has been revealed through the discovery of letters sent between the authors that Gorky wished to dedicate his novel Foma Gordeyev to The Three Sisters playwright.


    Gorky’s novel details a generational conflict between father and son in the Russian merchant class at the turn of the twentieth century. Ignat is a powerful and ruthless businessman that shamelessly exploits his workers to garner great wealth for his family. His son, Foma, opposes his methods and over time comes to scorn and detest moneyed power and the class dynamics rendering so many people miserable and impoverished. The young heir’s attempt to navigate his position in society with his belief system results in tragic events and a ruined man.
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    Gorky moved to Kazan in 1879
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    INTRODUCTORY NOTE.


    
      
    


    OUT of the darkest depths of life, where vice and crime and misery abound, comes the Byron of the twentieth century, the poet of the vagabond and the proletariat, Maxim Gorky. Not like the beggar, humbly imploring for a crust in the name of the Lord, nor like the jeweller displaying his precious stones to dazzle and tempt the eye, he comes to the world, — nay, in accents of Tyrtaeus this commoner of Nizhni Novgorod spurs on his troops of freedom-loving heroes to conquer, as it were, the placid, self-satisfied literatures of to-day, and bring new life to pale, bloodless frames.


    Like Byron’s impassioned utterances, “borne on the tones of a wild and quite artless melody,” is Gorky’s mad, unbridled, powerful voice, as he sings of the “madness of the brave,” of the barefooted dreamers, who are proud of their idleness, who possess nothing and fear nothing, who are gay in their misery, though miserable in their joy.


    Gorky’s voice is not the calm, cultivated, well-balanced voice of Chekhov, the Russian De Maupassant, nor even the apostolic, well-meaning, but comparatively faint voice of Tolstoy, the preacher: it is the roaring of a lion, the crash of thunder. In its elementary power is the heart rending cry of a sincere but suffering soul that saw the brutality of life in all its horrors, and now flings its experiences into the face of the world with unequalled sympathy and the courage of a giant.


    For Gorky, above all, has courage; he dares to say that he finds the vagabond, the outcast of society, more sublime and significant than society itself.


    His Bosyak, the symbolic incarnation of the Over-man, is as naive and as bold as a child — or as a genius. In the vehement passions of the magnanimous, compassionate hero in tatters, in the aristocracy of his soul, and in his constant thirst for Freedom, Gorky sees the rebellious and irreconcilable spirit of man, of future man, — in these he sees something beautiful, something powerful, something monumental, and is carried away by their strange psychology. For the barefooted dreamer’s life is Gorky’s life, his ideals are Gorky’s ideals, his pleasures and pains, Gorky’s pleasures and pains.


    And Gorky, though broken in health now, buffeted by the storms of fate, bruised and wounded in the battle-field of life, still like Byron and like Lermontov,


     “ — seeks the storm


     As though the storm contained repose.”


    And in a leonine voice he cries defiantly:


     “Let the storm rage with greater force and fury!”


    HERMAN BERNSTEIN.


    September 20, 1901.
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    CHAPTER I


    
      
    


    ABOUT sixty years ago, when fortunes of millions had been made on the Volga with fairy-tale rapidity, Ignat Gordyeeff, a young fellow, was working as water-pumper on one of the barges of the wealthy merchant Zayev.


    Built like a giant, handsome and not at all stupid, he was one of those people whom luck always follows everywhere — not because they are gifted and industrious, but rather because, having an enormous stock of energy at their command, they cannot stop to think over the choice of means when on their way toward their aims, and, excepting their own will, they know no law. Sometimes they speak of their conscience with fear, sometimes they really torture themselves struggling with it, but conscience is an unconquerable power to the faint-hearted only; the strong master it quickly and make it a slave to their desires, for they unconsciously feel that, given room and freedom, conscience would fracture life. They sacrifice days to it; and if it should happen that conscience conquered their souls, they are never wrecked, even in defeat — they are just as healthy and strong under its sway as when they lived without conscience.


    At the age of forty Ignat Gordyeeff was himself the owner of three steamers and ten barges. On the Volga he was respected as a rich and clever man, but was nicknamed “Frantic,” because his life did not flow along a straight channel, like that of other people of his kind, but now and again, boiling up turbulently, ran out of its rut, away from gain — the prime aim of his existence. It looked as though there were three Gordyeeffs in him, or as though there were three souls in Ignat’s body. One of them, the mightiest, was only greedy, and when Ignat lived according to its commands, he was merely a man seized with untamable passion for work. This passion burned in him by day and by night, he was completely absorbed by it, and, grabbing everywhere hundreds and thousands of roubles, it seemed as if he could never have enough of the jingle and sound of money. He worked about up and down the Volga, building and fastening nets in which he caught gold: he bought up grain in the villages, floated it to Rybinsk on his barges; he plundered, cheated, sometimes not noticing it, sometimes noticing, and, triumphant, be openly laughed at by his victims; and in the senselessness of his thirst for money, he rose to the heights of poetry. But, giving up so much strength to this hunt after the rouble, he was not greedy in the narrow sense, and sometimes he even betrayed an inconceivable but sincere indifference to his property. Once, when the ice was drifting down the Volga, he stood on the shore, and, seeing that the ice was breaking his new barge, having crushed it against the bluff shore, he ejaculated:


    “That’s it. Again. Crush it! Now, once more! Try!”


    “Well, Ignat,” asked his friend Mayakin, coming up to him, “the ice is crushing about ten thousand out of your purse, eh?”


    “That’s nothing! I’ll make another hundred. But look how the Volga is working! Eh? Fine? She can split the whole world, like curd, with a knife. Look, look! There you have my ‘Boyarinya!’ She floated but once. Well, we’ll have mass said for the dead.”


    The barge was crushed into splinters. Ignat and the godfather, sitting in the tavern on the shore, drank vodka and looked out of the window, watching the fragments of the “Boyarinya” drifting down the river together with the ice.


    “Are you sorry for the vessel, Ignat?” asked Mayakin.


    “Why should I be sorry for it? The Volga gave it to me, and the Volga has taken it back. It did not tear off my hand.”


    “Nevertheless.”


    “What — nevertheless? It is good at least that I saw how it was all done. It’s a lesson for the future. But when my ‘Volgar’ was burned — I was really sorry — I didn’t see it. How beautiful it must have looked when such a woodpile was blazing on the water in the dark night! Eh? It was an enormous steamer.”


    “Weren’t you sorry for that either?”


    “For the steamer? It is true, I did feel sorry for the steamer. But then it is mere foolishness to feel sorry! What’s the use? I might have cried; tears cannot extinguish fire. Let the steamers burn. And even though everything be burned down, I’d spit upon it! If the soul is but burning to work, everything will be erected anew. Isn’t it so?”


    “Yes,” said Mayakin, smiling. “These are strong words you say. And whoever speaks that way, even though he loses all, will nevertheless be rich.”


    Regarding losses of thousands of roubles so philosophically, Ignat knew the value of every kopeika; he gave to the poor very seldom, and only to those that were altogether unable to work. When a more or less healthy man asked him for alms, Ignat would say, sternly:


    “Get away! You can work yet. Go to my dvornik and help him to remove the dung. I’ll pay you for it.”


    Whenever he had been carried away by his work he regarded people morosely and piteously, nor did he give himself rest while hunting for roubles. And suddenly — it usually happened in spring, when everything on earth became so bewitchingly beautiful and something reproachfully wild was breathed down into the soul from the clear sky — Ignat Gordyeeff would feel that he was not the master of his business, but its low slave. He would lose himself in thought and, inquisitively looking about himself from under his thick, knitted eyebrows, walk about for days, angry and morose, as though silently asking something, which he feared to ask aloud. They awakened his other soul, the turbulent and lustful soul of a hungry beast. Insolent and cynical, he drank, led a depraved life, and made drunkards of other people. He went into ecstasy, and something like a volcano of filth boiled within him. It looked as though he was madly tearing the chains which he himself had forged and carried, and was not strong enough to tear them. Excited and very dirty, his face swollen from drunkenness and sleeplessness, his eyes wandering madly, and roaring in a hoarse voice, he tramped about the town from one tavern to another, threw away money without counting it, cried and danced to the sad tunes of the folk songs, or fought, but found no rest anywhere — in anything.


    It happened one day that a degraded priest, a short, stout little bald-headed man in a torn cassock, chanced on Ignat, and stuck to him, just as a piece of mud will stick to a shoe. An impersonal, deformed and nasty creature, he played the part of a buffoon: they smeared his bald head with mustard, made him go upon all-fours, drink mixtures of different brandies and dance comical dances; he did all this in silence, an idiotic smile on his wrinkled face, and having done what he was told to do, he invariably said, outstretching his hand with his palm upward:


    “Give me a rouble.”


    They laughed at him and sometimes gave him twenty kopeiks, sometimes gave him nothing, but it sometimes happened that they threw him a ten-rouble bill and even more.


    “You abominable fellow,” cried Ignat to him one day. “Say, who are you?”


    The priest was frightened by the call, and bowing low to Ignat, was silent.


    “Who? Speak!” roared Ignat.


    “I am a man — to be abused,” answered the priest, and the company burst out laughing at his words.


    “Are you a rascal?” asked Ignat, sternly.


    “A rascal? Because of need and the weakness of my soul?”


    “Come here!” Ignat called him. “Come and sit down by my side.”


    Trembling with fear, the priest walked up to the intoxicated merchant with timid steps and remained standing opposite him.


    “Sit down beside me!” said Ignat, taking the frightened priest by the hand and seating him next to himself. “You are a very near man to me. I am also a rascal! You, because of need; I, because of wantonness. I am a rascal because of grief! Understand?”


    “I understand,” said the priest, softly. All the company were giggling.


    “Do you know now what I am?”


    “I do.”


    “Well, say, ‘You are a rascal, Ignat!’”


    The priest could not do it. He looked with terror at the huge figure of Ignat and shook his head negatively. The company’s laughter was now like the rattling of thunder. Ignat could not make the priest abuse him. Then he asked him:


    “Shall I give you money?”


    “Yes,” quickly answered the priest.


    “And what do you need it for?”


    He did not care to answer. Then Ignat seized him by the collar, and shook out of his dirty lips the following speech, which he spoke almost in a whisper, trembling with fear:


    “I have a daughter sixteen years old in the seminary. I save for her, because when she comes out there won’t be anything with which to cover her nakedness.”


    “Ah,” said Ignat, and let go the priest’s collar. Then he sat for a long time gloomy and lost in thought, and now and again stared at the priest. Suddenly his eyes began to laugh, and he said:


    “Aren’t you a liar, drunkard?”


    The priest silently made the sign of the cross and lowered his head on his breast.


    “It is the truth!” said one of the company, confirming the priest’s words.


    “True? Very well!” shouted Ignat, and, striking the table with his fist, he addressed himself to the priest:


    “Eh, you! Sell me your daughter! How much will you take?”


    The priest shook his head and shrank back.


    “One thousand!”


    The company giggled, seeing that the priest was shrinking as though cold water was being poured on him.


    “Two!” roared Ignat, with flashing eyes.


    “What’s the matter with you? How is it?” muttered the priest, stretching out both hands to Ignat.


    “Three!”


    “Ignat Matveyich!” cried the priest, in a thin, ringing voice. “For God’s sake! For Christ’s sake! Enough! I’ll sell her! For her own sake I’ll sell her!”


    In his sickly, sharp voice was heard a threat to someone, and his eyes, unnoticed by anybody before, flashed like coals. But the intoxicated crowd only laughed at him foolishly.


    “Silence!” cried Ignat, sternly, straightening himself to his full length and flashing his eyes.


    “Don’t you understand, devils, what’s going on here? It’s enough to make one cry, while you giggle.”


    He walked up to the priest, went down on his knees before him, and said to him firmly:


    “Father now you see what a rascal I am. Well, spit into my face!”


    Something ugly and ridiculous took place. The priest too, knelt before Ignat, and like a huge turtle, crept around near his feet, kissed his knees and muttered something, sobbing. Ignat bent over him, lifted him from the floor and cried to him, commanding and begging:


    “Spit! Spit right into my shameless eyes!”


    The company, stupefied for a moment by Ignat’s stern voice, laughed again so that the panes rattled in the tavern windows.


    “I’ll give you a hundred roubles. Spit!”


    And the priest crept over the floor and sobbed for fear, or for happiness, to hear that this man was begging him to do something degrading to himself.


    Finally Ignat arose from the floor, kicked the priest, and, flinging at him a package of money, said morosely, with a smile:


    “Rabble! Can a man repent before such people? Some are afraid to hear of repentance, others laugh at a sinner. I was about to unburden myself completely; the heart trembled. Let me, I thought. No, I didn’t think at all. Just so! Get out of here! And see that you never show yourself to me again. Do you hear?”


    “Oh, a queer fellow!” said the crowd, somewhat moved.


    Legends were composed about his drinking bouts in town; everybody censured him strictly, but no one ever declined his invitation to those drinking bouts. Thus he lived for weeks.


    And unexpectedly he used to come home, not yet altogether freed from the odour of the kabaks, but already crestfallen and quiet. With humbly downcast eyes, in which shame was burning now, he silently listened to his wife’s reproaches, and, humble and meek as a lamb, went away to his room and locked himself in. For many hours in succession he knelt before the cross, lowering his head on his breast; his hands hung helplessly, his back was bent, and he was silent, as though he dared not pray. His wife used to come up to the door on tiptoe and listen. Deep sighs were heard from behind the door — like the breathing of a tired and sickly horse.


    “God! You see,” whispered Ignat in a muffled voice, firmly pressing the palms of his hands to his broad breast.


    During the days of repentance he drank nothing but water and ate only rye bread.


    In the morning his wife placed at the door of his room a big bottle of water, about a pound and a half of bread, and salt. He opened the door, took in these victuals and locked himself in again. During this time he was not disturbed in any way; everybody tried to avoid him. A few days later he again appeared on the exchange, jested, laughed, made contracts to furnish corn as sharp-sighted as a bird of prey, a rare expert at anything concerning his affairs.


    But in all the moods of Ignat’s life there was one passionate desire that never left him — the desire to have a son; and the older he grew the greater was this desire. Very often such conversation as this took place between him and his wife. In the morning, at her tea, or at noon during dinner hour he gloomily glared at his wife, a stout, well-fed woman, with a red face and sleepy eyes, and asked her:


    “Well, don’t you feel anything?”


    She knew what he meant, but she invariably replied:


    “How can I help feeling? Your fists are like dumb-bells.”


    “You know what I’m talking about, you fool.”


    “Can one become pregnant from such blows?”


    “It’s not on account of the blows that you don’t bear any children; it’s because you eat too much. You fill your stomach with all sorts of food — and there’s no room for the child to engender.”


    “As if I didn’t bear you any children?”


    “Those were girls,” said Ignat, reproachfully. “I want a son! Do you understand? A son, an heir! To whom shall I give my capital after my death? Who shall pray for my sins? Shall I give it to a cloister? I have given them enough! Or shall I leave it to you? What a fine pilgrim you are! Even in church you think only of fish pies. If I die, you’ll marry again, and my money will be turned over to some fool. Do you think this is what I am working for?”


    And he was seized with sardonic anguish, for he felt that his life was aimless if he should have no son to follow him.


    During the nine years of their married life his wife had borne him four daughters, all of whom had passed away. While Ignat had awaited their birth tremblingly, he mourned their death but little — at any rate they were unnecessary to him. He began to beat his wife during the second year of their married life; at first he did it while being intoxicated and without animosity, but just according to the proverb: “Love your wife like your soul and shake her like a pear-tree;” but after each confinement, deceived in his expectation, his hatred for his wife grew stronger, and he began to beat her with pleasure, in revenge for not bearing him a son.


    Once while on business in the province of Samarsk, he received a telegram from relatives at home, informing him of his wife’s death. He made the sign of the cross, thought awhile and wrote to his friend Mayakin:


    “Bury her in my absence; look after my property.”


    Then he went to the church to serve the mass for the dead, and, having prayed for the repose of the late Aquilina’s soul, he began to think that it was necessary for him to marry as soon as possible.


    He was then forty-three years old, tall, broad-shouldered, with a heavy bass voice, like an arch-deacon; his large eyes looked bold and wise from under his dark eyebrows; in his sunburnt face, overgrown with a thick, black beard, and in all his mighty figure there was much truly Russian, crude and healthy beauty; in his easy motions as well as in his slow, proud walk, a consciousness of power was evident — a firm confidence in himself. He was liked by women and did not avoid them.


    Ere six months had passed after the death of his wife, he courted the daughter of an Ural Cossack. The father of the bride, notwithstanding that Ignat was known even in Ural as a “pranky” man, gave him his daughter in marriage, and toward autumn Ignat Gordyeeff came home with a young Cossack-wife. Her name was Natalya. Tall, well-built, with large blue eyes and with a long chestnut braid, she was a worthy match for the handsome Ignat. He was happy and proud of his wife and loved her with the passionate love of a healthy man, but he soon began to contemplate her thoughtfully, with a vigilant eye.


    Seldom did a smile cross the oval, demure face of his wife — she was always thinking of something foreign to life, and in her calm blue eyes something dark and misanthropic was flashing at times. Whenever she was free from household duties she seated herself in the most spacious room by the window, and sat there silently for two or three hours. Her face was turned toward the street, but the look of her eyes was so indifferent to everything that lived and moved there beyond the window, and at the same time it was so fixedly deep, as though she were looking into her very soul. And her walk, too, was queer. Natalya moved about the spacious room slowly and carefully, as if something invisible restrained the freedom of her movements. Their house was filled with heavy and coarsely boastful luxury; everything there was resplendent, screaming of the proprietor’s wealth, but the Cossack-wife walked past the costly furniture and the silverware in a shy and somewhat frightened manner, as though fearing lest they might seize and choke her. Evidently, the noisy life of the big commercial town did not interest this silent woman, and whenever she went out driving with her husband, her eyes were fixed on the back of the driver. When her husband took her visiting she went and behaved there just as queerly as at home; when guests came to her house, she zealously served them refreshments, taking no interest whatever in what was said, and showing preference toward none. Only Mayakin, a witty, droll man, at times called forth on her face a smile, as vague as a shadow. He used to say of her:


    “It’s a tree — not a woman! But life is like an inextinguishable wood-pile, and every one of us blazes up sometimes. She, too, will take fire; wait, give her time. Then we shall see how she will bloom.”


    “Eh!” Ignat used to say to her jestingly. “What are you thinking about? Are you homesick? Brighten up a bit!”


    She would remain silent, calmly looking at him.


    “You go entirely too often to the church. You should wait. You have plenty of time to pray for your sins. Commit the sins first. You know, if you don’t sin you don’t repent; if you don’t repent, you don’t work out your salvation. You better sin while you are young. Shall we go out for a drive?”


    “I don’t feel like going out.”


    He used to sit down beside her and embrace her. She was cold, returning his caresses but sparingly. Looking straight into her eyes, he used to say:


    “Natalya! Tell me — why are you so sad? Do you feel lonesome here with me?”


    “No,” she replied shortly.


    “What then is it? Are you longing for your people?”


    “No, it’s nothing.”


    “What are you thinking about?”


    “I am not thinking.”


    “What then?”


    “Oh, nothing!”


    Once he managed to get from her a more complete answer:


    “There is something confused in my heart. And also in my eyes. And it always seems to me that all this is not real.”


    She waved her hand around her, pointing at the walls, the furniture and everything. Ignat did not reflect on her words, and, laughing, said to her:


    “That’s to no purpose! Everything here is genuine. All these are costly, solid things. If you don’t want these, I’ll burn them, I’ll sell them, I’ll give them away — and I’ll get new ones! Do you want me to?”


    “What for?” said she calmly.


    He wondered, at last, how one so young and healthy could live as though she were sleeping all the time, caring for nothing, going nowhere, except to the church, and shunning everybody. And he used to console her:


    “Just wait. You’ll bear a son, and then an altogether different life will commence. You are so sad because you have so little anxiety, and he will give you trouble. You’ll bear me a son, will you not?


    “If it pleases God,” she answered, lowering her head.


    Then her mood began to irritate him.


    “Well, why do you wear such a long face? You walk as though on glass. You look as if you had ruined somebody’s soul! Eh! You are such a succulent woman, and yet you have no taste for anything. Fool!”


    Coming home intoxicated one day, he began to ply her with caresses, while she turned away from him. Then he grew angry, and exclaimed:


    “Natalya! Don’t play the fool, look out!”


    She turned her face to him and asked calmly:


    “What then?”


    Ignat became enraged at these words and at her fearless look.


    “What?” he roared, coming up close to her.


    “Do you wish to kill me?” asked she, not moving from her place, nor winking an eye.


    Ignat was accustomed to seeing people tremble before his wrath, and it was strange and offensive to him to see her calm.


    “There,” he cried, lifting his hand to strike her. Slowly, but in time, she eluded the blow; then she seized his hand, pushed it away from her, and said in the same tone:


    “Don’t you dare to touch me. I will not allow you to come near me!”


    Her eyes became smaller and their sharp, metallic glitter sobered Ignat. He understood by her face that she, too, was a strong beast, and if she chose to she wouldn’t admit him to her, even though she were to lose her life.


    “Oh,” he growled, and went away.


    But having retreated once, he would not do it again: he could not bear that a woman, and his wife at that, should not bow before him — this would have degraded him. He then began to realise that henceforth his wife would never yield to him in any matter, and that an obstinate strife for predominance must start between them.


    “Very well! We’ll see who will conquer,” he thought the next day, watching his wife with stern curiosity; and in his soul a strong desire was already raging to start the strife, that he might enjoy his victory the sooner.


    But about four days later, Natalya Fominichna announced to her husband that she was pregnant.


    Ignat trembled for joy, embraced her firmly, and said in a dull voice:


    “You’re a fine fellow, Natalya! Natasha, if it should be a son! If you bear me a son I’ll enrich you! I tell you plainly, I’ll be your slave! By God! I’ll lie down at your feet, and you may trample upon me, if you like!”


    “This is not within our power; it’s the will of the Lord,” said she in a low voice.


    “Yes, the Lord’s!” exclaimed Ignat with bitterness and drooped his head sadly.


    From that moment he began to look after his wife as though she were a little child.


    “Why do you sit near the window? Look out. You’ll catch cold in your side; you may take sick,” he used to say to her, both sternly and mildly. “Why do you skip on the staircase? You may hurt yourself. And you had better eat more, eat for two, that he may have enough.”


    And the pregnancy made Natalya more morose and silent, as though she were looking still deeper into herself, absorbed in the throbbing of new life within her. But the smile on her lips became clearer, and in her eyes flashed at times something new, weak and timid, like the first ray of the dawn.


    When, at last, the time of confinement came, it was early on an autumn morning. At the first cry of pain she uttered, Ignat turned pale and started to say something, but only waved his hand and left the bedroom, where his wife was shrinking convulsively, and went down to the little room which had served his late mother as a chapel. He ordered vodka, seated himself by the table and began to drink sternly, listening to the alarm in the house and to the moans of his wife that came from above. In the corner of the room, the images of the ikons, indifferent and dark, stood out confusedly, dimly illumined by the glimmering light of the image lamp. There was a stamping and scraping of feet over his head, something heavy was moved from one side of the floor to the other, there was a clattering of dishes, people were bustling hurriedly, up and down the staircase. Everything was being done in haste, yet time was creeping slowly. Ignat could hear a muffled voice from above,


    “As it seems, she cannot be delivered that way. We had better send to the church to open the gates of the Lord.”


    Vassushka, one of the hangers-on in his house, entered the room next to Ignat’s and began to pray in a loud whisper:


    “God, our Lord, descend from the skies in Thy benevolence, born of the Holy Virgin. Thou dost divine the helplessness of human creatures. Forgive Thy servant.”


    And suddenly drowning all other sounds, a superhuman, soul-rending cry rang out, and a continuous moan floated softly over the room and died out in the corners, which were filled now with the twilight. Ignat cast stern glances at the ikons, heaved a deep sigh and thought:


    “Is it possible that it’s again a daughter?”


    At times he arose, stupidly stood in the middle of the room, and crossed himself in silence, bowing before the ikons; then he went back to the table, drank the vodka, which had not made him dizzy during these hours, dozed off, and thus passed the whole night and following morning until noon.


    And then, at last, the midwife came down hastily, crying to him in a thin, joyous voice.


    “I congratulate you with a son, Ignat Matveyich!”


    “You lie!” said he in a dull voice. “What’s the matter with you, batushka!” Heaving a sigh with all the strength of his massive chest, Ignat went down on his knees, and clasping his hands firmly to his breast, muttered in a trembling voice:


    “Thank God! Evidently Thou didst not want that my stem should be checked! My sins before Thee shall not remain without repentance. I thank Thee, Oh Lord. Oh!” and, rising to his feet, he immediately began to command noisily:


    “Eh! Let someone go to St. Nicholas for a priest. Tell him that Ignat Matveyich asked him to come! Let him come to make a prayer for the woman.”


    The chambermaid appeared and said to him with alarm:


    “Ignat Matveyich, Natalya Fominichna is calling you. She is feeling bad.”


    “Why bad? It’ll pass!” he roared, his eyes flashing cheerfully. “Tell her I’ll be there immediately! Tell her she’s a fine fellow! I’ll just get a present for her and I’ll come! Hold on! Prepare something to eat for the priest. Send somebody after Mayakin!”


    His enormous figure looked as though it had grown bigger, and intoxicated with joy, he stupidly tossed about the room; he was smiling, rubbing his hands and casting fervent glances at the images; he crossed himself swinging his hand wide. At last he went up to his wife.


    His eyes first of all caught a glimpse of the little red body, which the midwife was bathing in a tub. Noticing him, Ignat stood up on tiptoes, and, folding his hands behind his back, walked up to him, stepping carefully and comically putting forth his lips. The little one was whimpering and sprawling in the water, naked, impotent and pitiful.


    “Look out there! Handle him more carefully! He hasn’t got any bones yet,” said Ignat to the midwife, softly.


    She began to laugh, opening her toothless mouth, and cleverly throwing the child over from one hand to the other.


    “You better go to your wife.”


    He obediently moved toward the bed and asked on his way:


    “Well, how is it, Natalya?”


    Then, on reaching her, he drew back the bed curtain, which had thrown a shadow over the bed.


    “I’ll not survive this,” said she in a low, hoarse voice.


    Ignat was silent, fixedly staring at his wife’s face, sunk in the white pillow, over which her dark locks were spread out like dead snakes. Yellow, lifeless, with black circles around her large, wide-open eyes — her face was strange to him. And the glance of those terrible eyes, motionlessly fixed somewhere in the distance through the wall — that, too, was unfamiliar to Ignat. His heart, compressed by a painful foreboding, slackened its joyous throbbing.


    “That’s nothing. That’s nothing. It’s always like this,” said he softly, bending over his wife to give her a kiss. But she moaned right into his face:


    “I’ll not survive this.”


    Her lips were gray and cold, and when he touched them with his own he understood that death was already within her.


    “Oh, Lord!” he uttered, in an alarmed whisper, feeling that fright was choking his throat and suppressing his breath.


    “Natasha? What will become of him? He must be nursed! What is the matter with you?”


    He almost began to cry at his wife. The midwife was bustling about him; shaking the crying child in the air. She spoke to him reassuringly, but he heard nothing — he could not turn his eyes away from the frightful face of his wife. Her lips were moving, and he heard words spoken in a low voice, but could not understand them. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he spoke in a dull and timid voice: “Just think of it! He cannot do without you; he’s an infant! Gather strength! Drive this thought away from you! Drive it away.”


    He talked, yet he understood he was speaking useless words. Tears welled up within him, and in his breast there came a feeling heavy as stone and cold as ice.


    “Forgive me. Goodbye! Take care. Look out. Don’t drink,” whispered Natalya, soundlessly.


    The priest came, and, covering her face with something, and sighing, began to read gentle, beseeching words:


    “Oh God, Almighty Lord, who cureth every disease, cure also Thy servant Natalya, who has just given birth to a child; and restore her from the bed on which she now lies, for in the words of David, ‘We indulge in lawlessness and are wicked in Thine eyes.”’


    The old man’s voice was interrupted now and then, his thin face was stern and from his clothes came the odour of rock-rose.


    “Guard the infant born of her, guard him from all possible temptation, from all possible cruelty, from all possible storms, from evil spirits, night and day.”


    Ignat listened to the prayer, and wept silently. His big, hot tears fell on the bare hand of his wife. But the hand, evidently, did not feel that the tears were dropping upon it: it remained motionless, and the skin did not tremble from the fall of the tears. After the prayer Natalya became unconscious and a day later she died, without saying another word — she died just as quietly as she had lived. Having arranged a pompous funeral, Ignat christened his son, named him Foma, and unwillingly gave his boy into the family of the godfather, his old friend Mayakin, whose wife, too, had given birth to a child not long before. The death of his wife had sown many gray hairs in Ignat’s dark beard, but in the stern glitter of his eyes appeared a new expression, gentle, clear and mild.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER II


    
      
    


    MAYAKIN lived in an enormous two-story house near a big palisade, where sturdy, old spreading linden trees were growing magnificently. The rank branches covered the windows with a dense, dark embroidery, and the sun in broken rays peeped into the small rooms, which were closely crowded with miscellaneous furniture and big trunks, wherefore a stern and melancholy semi-darkness always reigned there supreme. The family was devout — the odour of wax, of rock-rose and of image-lamp oil filled the house, and penitent sighs and prayers soared about in the air. Religious ceremonials were performed infallibly, with pleasure, absorbing all the free power of the souls of the dwellers of the house. Feminine figures almost noiselessly moved about the rooms in the half-dark, stifling, heavy atmosphere. They were dressed in black, wore soft slippers on their feet, and always had a penitent look on their faces.


    The family of Yakov Tarazovich Mayakin consisted of himself, his wife, a daughter and five kinswomen, the youngest of whom was thirty-four years old. These were alike devout and impersonal, and subordinate to Antonina Ivanovna, the mistress of the house. She was a tall, thin woman, with a dark face and with stern gray eyes, which had an imperious and intelligent expression. Mayakin also had a son Taras, but his name was never mentioned in the house; acquaintances knew that since the nineteen-year-old Taras had gone to study in Moscow — he married there three years later, against his father’s will — Yakov disowned him. Taras disappeared without leaving any trace. It was rumoured that he had been sent to Siberia for something.


    Yakov Mayakin was very queerly built. Short, thin, lively, with a little red beard, sly greenish eyes, he looked as though he said to each and every one:


    “Never mind, sir, don’t be uneasy. Even though I know you for what you are, if you don’t annoy me I will not give you away.”


    His beard resembled an egg in shape and was monstrously big. His high forehead, covered with wrinkles, joined his bald crown, and it seemed as though he really had two faces — one an open, penetrating and intellectual face, with a long gristle nose, and above this face another one, eyeless and mouthless, covered with wrinkles, behind which Mayakin seemed to hide his eyes and his lips until a certain time; and when that time had arrived, he would look at the world with different eyes and smile a different smile.


    He was the owner of a rope-yard and kept a store in town near the harbour. In this store, filled up to the ceiling with rope, twine, hemp and tow, he had a small room with a creaking glass door. In this room stood a big, old, dilapidated table, and near it a deep armchair, covered with oilcloth, in which Mayakin sat all day long, sipping tea and always reading the same “Moskovskiya Vedomosty,” to which he subscribed, year in and year out, all his life. Among merchants he enjoyed the respect and reputation of a “brainy” man, and he was very fond of boasting of the antiquity of his race, saying in a hoarse voice:


    “We, the Mayakins, were merchants during the reign of ‘Mother’ Catherine, consequently I am a pure-blooded man.”


    In this family Ignat Gordyeeff’s son lived for six years. By the time he was seven years old Foma was a big-headed, broad-shouldered boy, seemingly older that his years, both in his size and in the serious look of his dark, almond-shaped eyes. Quiet, silent and persistent in his childish desires, he spent all his days over his playthings, with Mayakin’s daughter, Luba, quietly looked after by one of the kinswomen, a stout, pock-marked old maid, who was, for some reason or other, nicknamed “Buzya.” She was a dull, somewhat timid creature; and even to the children she spoke in a low voice, in words of monosyllables. Having devoted her time to learning prayers, she had no stories to tell Foma.


    Foma was on friendly terms with the little girl, but when she angered or teased him he turned pale, his nostrils became distended, his eyes stared comically and he beat her audaciously. She cried, ran to her mother and complained to her, but Antonina loved Foma and she paid but little attention to her daughter’s complaints, which strengthened the friendship between the children still more. Foma’s day was long and uniform. Getting out of bed and washing himself, he used to place himself before the image, and under the whispering of the pock-marked Buzya he recited long prayers. Then they drank tea and ate many biscuits, cakes and pies. After tea — during the summer — the children went to the big palisade, which ran down to a ravine, whose bottom always looked dark and damp, filling them with terror. The children were not allowed to go even to the edge of the ravine, and this inspired in them a fear of it. In winter, from tea time to dinner, they played in the house when it was very cold outside, or went out in the yard to slide down the big ice hill.


    They had dinner at noon, “in Russian style,” as Mayakin said. At first a big bowl of fat, sour cabbage soup was served with rye biscuits in, but without meat, then the same soup was eaten with meat cut into small pieces; then they ate roast meat — pork, goose, veal or rennet, with gruel — then again a bowl of soup with vermicelli, and all this was usually followed by dessert. They drank kvass made of red bilberries, juniper-berries, or of bread — Antonina Ivanovna always carried a stock of different kinds of kvass. They ate in silence, only now and then uttering a sigh of fatigue; the children each ate out of a separate bowl, the adults eating out of one bowl. Stupefied by such a dinner, they went to sleep; and for two or three hours Mayakin’s house was filled with snoring and with drowsy sighs.


    Awaking from sleep, they drank tea and talked about local news, the choristers, the deacons, weddings, or the dishonourable conduct of this or that merchant. After tea Mayakin used to say to his wife:


    “Well, mother, hand me the Bible.”


    Yakov Tarasovich used to read the Book of Job more often than anything else. Putting his heavy, silver-framed spectacles on his big, ravenous nose, he looked around at his listeners to see whether all were in their places.


    They were all seated where he was accustomed to see them and on their faces was a familiar, dull and timid expression of piety.


    “There was a man in the land of Uz,” began Mayakin, in a hoarse voice, and Foma, sitting beside Luba on the lounge in the corner of the room, knew beforehand that soon his godfather would become silent and pat his bald head with his hand. He sat and, listening, pictured to himself this man from the land of Uz. The man was tall and bare, his eyes were enormously large, like those of the image of the Saviour, and his voice was like a big brass trumpet on which the soldiers played in the camps. The man was constantly growing bigger and bigger; and, reaching the sky, he thrust his dark hands into the clouds, and, tearing them asunder, cried out in a terrible voice:


    “Why is light given to a man whose way is hid, and whom God hath hedged in?”


    Dread fell on Foma, and he trembled, slumber fled from his eyes, he heard the voice of his godfather, who said, with a light smile, now and then pinching his beard:


    “See how audacious he was!”


    The boy knew that his godfather spoke of the man from the land of Uz, and the godfather’s smile soothed the child. So the man would not break the sky; he would not rend it asunder with his terrible arms. And then Foma sees the man again — he sits on the ground, “his flesh is clothed with worms and clods of dust, his skin is broken.” But now he is small and wretched, he is like a beggar at the church porch.


    Here he says:


    “What is man, that he should be clean? And he which is born of woman, that he should be righteous?” [These words attributed by Mayakin to Job are from Eliphaz the Temanite’s reply — Translator’s Note.]


    “He says this to God,” explained Mayakin, inspired. “How, says he, can I be righteous, since I am made of flesh? That’s a question asked of God. How is that?”


    And the reader, triumphantly and interrogatively looks around at his listeners.


    “He merited it, the righteous man,” they replied with a sigh.


    Yakov Mayakin eyes them with a smile, and says:


    “Fools! You better put the children to sleep.”


    Ignat visited the Mayakins every day, brought playthings for his son, caught him up into his arms and hugged him, but sometimes dissatisfied he said to him with ill-concealed uneasiness:


    “Why are you such a bugbear? Oh! Why do you laugh so little?”


    And he would complain to the lad’s godfather:


    “I am afraid that he may turn out to be like his mother. His eyes are cheerless.”


    “You disturb yourself rather too soon,” Mayakin smilingly replied.


    He, too, loved his godson, and when Ignat announced to him one day that he would take Foma to his own house, Mayakin was very much grieved.


    “Leave him here,” he begged. “See, the child is used to us; there! he’s crying.”


    “He’ll cease crying. I did not beget him for you. The air of the place is disagreeable. It is as tedious here as in an old believer’s hermitage. This is harmful to the child. And without him I am lonesome. I come home — it is empty. I can see nothing there. It would not do for me to remove to your house for his sake. I am not for him, he is for me. So. And now that my sister has come to my house there will be somebody to look after him.”


    And the boy was brought to his father’s house.


    There he was met by a comical old woman, with a long, hook-like nose and with a mouth devoid of teeth. Tall, stooping, dressed in gray, with gray hair, covered by a black silk cap, she did not please the boy at first; she even frightened him. But when he noticed on the wrinkled face her black eyes, which beamed so tenderly on him, he at once pressed his head close to her knees in confidence.


    “My sickly little orphan!” she said in a velvet-like voice that trembled from the fulness of sound, and quietly patted his face with her hand, “stay close to me, my dear child!”


    There was something particularly sweet and soft in her caresses, something altogether new to Foma, and he stared into the old woman’s eyes with curiosity and expectation on his face. This old woman led him into a new world, hitherto unknown to him. The very first day, having put him to bed, she seated herself by his side, and, bending over the child, asked him:


    “Shall I tell you a story, Fomushka?”


    And after that Foma always fell asleep amid the velvet-like sounds of the old woman’s voice, which painted before him a magic life. Giants defeating monsters, wise princesses, fools who turned out to be wise — troops of new and wonderful people were passing before the boy’s bewitched imagination, and his soul was nourished by the wholesome beauty of the national creative power. Inexhaustible were the treasures of the memory and the fantasy of this old woman, who oftentimes, in slumber, appeared to the boy — now like the witch of the fairy-tales — only a kind and amiable old witch — now like the beautiful, all-wise Vasilisa. His eyes wide open, holding his breath, the boy looked into the darkness that filled his chamber and watched it as it slowly trembled in the light of the little lamp that was burning before the image. And Foma filled this darkness with wonderful pictures of fairy-tale life. Silent, yet living shadows, were creeping over the walls and across the floor; it was both pleasant and terrible to him to watch their life; to deal out unto them forms and colours, and, having endowed them with life, instantly to destroy them all with a single twinkle of the eyelashes. Something new appeared in his dark eyes, something more childish and naive, less grave; the loneliness and the darkness, awaking in him a painful feeling of expectation, stirred his curiosity, compelled him to go out to the dark corner and see what was hidden there beyond the thick veils of darkness. He went and found nothing, but he lost no hope of finding it out.


    He feared his father and respected him. Ignat’s enormous size, his harsh, trumpet-like voice, his bearded face, his gray-haired head, his powerful, long arms and his flashing eyes — all these gave to Ignat the resemblance of the fairy-tale robbers.


    Foma shuddered whenever he heard his voice or his heavy, firm steps; but when the father, smiling kind-heartedly, and talking playfully in a loud voice, took him upon his knees or threw him high up in the air with his big hands the boy’s fear vanished.


    Once, when the boy was about eight years old, he asked his father, who had returned from a long journey:


    “Papa, where were you?”


    “On the Volga.”


    “Were you robbing there?” asked Foma, softly.


    “Wha-at?” Ignat drawled out, and his eyebrows contracted.


    “Aren’t you a robber, papa? I know it,” said Foma, winking his eyes slyly, satisfied that he had already read the secret of his father’s life.


    “I am a merchant!” said Ignat, sternly, but after a moment’s thought he smiled kind-heartedly and added: “And you are a little fool! I deal in corn, I run a line of steamers. Have you seen the ‘Yermak’? Well, that is my steamer. And yours, too.”


    “It is a very big one,” said Foma with a sigh.


    “Well, I’ll buy you a small one while you are small yourself. Shall I?”


    “Very well,” Foma assented, but after a thoughtful silence he again drawled out regretfully: “But I thought you were a robber or a giant.”


    “I tell you I am a merchant!” repeated Ignat, insinuatingly, and there was something discontented and almost timorous in his glance at the disenchanted face of his son.


    “Like Grandpa Fedor, the Kalatch baker?” asked Foma, having thought awhile.


    “Well, yes, like him. Only I am richer than he. I have more money than Fedor.”


    “Have you much money?”


    “Well, some people have still more.”


    “How many barrels do you have?”


    “Of what?”


    “Of money, I mean.”


    “Fool! Is money counted by the barrel?”


    “How else?” exclaimed Foma, enthusiastically, and, turning his face toward his father, began to tell him quickly: “Maksimka, the robber, came once to a certain town and filled up twelve barrels with money belonging to some rich man there. And he took different silverware and robbed a church. And cut up a man with his sword and threw him down the steeple because he tried to sound an alarm.”


    “Did your aunt tell you that?” asked Ignat admiring his son’s enthusiasm.


    “Yes! Why?”


    “Nothing!” said Ignat, laughing. “So you thought your father was a robber.”


    “And perhaps you were a robber long ago?”


    Foma again returned to his theme, and it was evident on his face that he would be very glad to hear an affirmative answer.


    “I was never a robber. Let that end it.”


    “Never?”


    “I tell you I was not! What a queer little boy you are! Is it good to be a robber? They are all sinners, the robbers. They don’t believe in God — they rob churches. They are all cursed in the churches. Yes. Look here, my son, you’ll have to start to study soon. It is time; you’ll soon be nine years old. Start with the help of God. You’ll study during the winter and in spring I’ll take you along with me on the Volga.”


    “Will I go to school?” asked Foma, timidly.


    “First you’ll study at home with auntie.” Soon after the boy would sit down near the table in the morning and, fingering the Slavonic alphabet, repeat after his aunt:


    “Az, Buky, Vedy.”


    When they reached “bra, vra, gra, dra” for a long time the boy could not read these syllables without laughter. Foma succeeded easily in gaining knowledge, almost without any effort, and soon he was reading the first psalm of the first section of the psalter: “Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel of the ungodly.”


    “That’s it, my darling! So, Fomushka, that’s right!” chimed in his aunt with emotion, enraptured by his progress.


    “You’re a fine fellow, Foma!” Ignat would approvingly say when informed of his son’s progress. “We’ll go to Astrakhan for fish in the spring, and toward autumn I’ll send you to school!”


    The boy’s life rolled onward, like a ball downhill. Being his teacher, his aunt was his playmate as well. Luba Mayakin used to come, and when with them, the old woman readily became one of them.


    They played at “hide and seek” and “blind man’s buff;” the children were pleased and amused at seeing Anfisa, her eyes covered with a handkerchief, her arms outstretched, walking about the room carefully, and yet striking against chairs and tables, or looking for them in each and every commodious corner, saying:


    “Eh, little rascals. Eh, rogues. Where have they hidden themselves? Eh?”


    And the sun shone cheerfully and playfully upon the old worn-out body, which yet retained a youthful soul, and upon the old life, that was adorning, according to its strength and abilities, the life-path of two children.


    Ignat used to go to the Exchange early in the morning and sometimes stayed away until evening; in the evening he used to go to the town council or visiting or elsewhere. Sometimes he returned home intoxicated. At first Foma, on such occasions, ran from him and hid himself, then he became accustomed to it, and learned that his father was better when drunk than sober: he was kinder and plainer and was somewhat comical. If it happened at night, the boy was usually awakened by his trumpet-like voice:


    “Anfisa! Dear sister! Let me in to my son; let me in to my successor!”


    And auntie answered him in a crying and reproachful voice:


    “Go on. You better go to sleep, you cursed devil! Drunk again, eh? You are gray already?”


    “Anfisa! May I see my son, with one eye?” Foma knew that Anfisa would not let him in, and he again fell asleep in spite of the noise of their voices. But when Ignat came home intoxicated during the day he immediately seized his son with his enormous paws and carried him about the rooms, asking him with an intoxicated, happy laughter:


    “Fomka! What do you wish? Speak! Presents? Playthings? Ask! Because you must know there’s nothing in this world that I wouldn’t buy for you. I have a million! Ha, ha, ha! And I’ll have still more! Understand? All’s yours! Ha, ha!”


    And suddenly his enthusiasm was extinguished like a candle put out by a violent puff of the wind. His flushed face began to shake, his eyes, burning red, filled with tears, and his lips expanded into a sad and frightened smile.


    “Anfisa, in case he should die, what am I to do then?”


    And immediately after these words he was seized with fury.


    “I’d burn everything!” he roared, staring wildly into some dark corner of the room. “I’d destroy everything! I’d blow it up with dynamite!”


    “Enough, you ugly brute! Do you wish to frighten the child? Or do you want him to take sick?” interposed Anfisa, and that was sufficient for Ignat to rush off hastily, muttering:


    “Well, well, well! I am going, I am going, but don’t cry! Don’t make any noise. Don’t frighten him.”


    And when Foma was somewhat sick, his father, casting everything aside, did not leave the house for a moment, but bothered his sister and his son with stupid questions and advice; gloomy, sighing, and with fear in his eyes, he walked about the house quite out of sorts.


    “Why do you vex the Lord?” said Anfisa. “Beware, your grumblings will reach Him, and He will punish you for your complaints against His graces.”


    “Eh, sister!” sighed Ignat. “And if it should happen? My entire life is crumbling away! Wherefore have I lived? No one knows.”


    Similar scenes and the striking transitions of his father from one mood to another frightened the child at first, but he soon became accustomed to all this, and when he noticed through the window that his father, on coming home, was hardly able to get out of the sledge, Foma said indifferently:


    “Auntie, papa came home drunk again.”


    .............................


    Spring came, and, fulfilling his promise, Ignat took his son along on one of his steamers, and here a new life, abounding in impressions, was opened before Foma’s eyes.


    The beautiful and mighty “Yermak,” Gordyeeff’s steam tow-boat, was rapidly floating down the current, and on each side the shores of the powerful and beautiful Volga were slowly moving past him — the left side, all bathed in sunshine, stretching itself to the very end of the sky like a pompous carpet of verdure; the right shore, its high banks overgrown with woods, swung skyward, sinking in stern repose.


    The broad-bosomed river stretched itself majestically between the shores; noiselessly, solemnly and slowly flowed its waters, conscious of their invincible power; the mountainous shore is reflected in the water in a black shadow, while on the left side it is adorned with gold and with verdant velvet by a border of sand and the wide meadows. Here and there villages appear on mountain and on meadow, the sun shines bright on the window-panes of the huts and on the yellow roofs of straw, the church crosses sparkle amid the verdure of the trees, gray wind-mill wings revolve lazily in the air, smoke from the factory chimney rises skyward in thick, black curling clouds. Crowds of children in blue, red or white shirts, standing on the banks, shouted loudly at the sight of the steamer, which had disturbed the quiet of the river, and from under the steamer’s wheels the cheerful waves are rushing toward the feet of the children and splash against the bank. Now a crowd of children, seated in a boat, rowed toward the middle of the river to rock there on the waves as in a cradle. Trees stood out above the water; sometimes many of them are drowned in the overflow of the banks, and these stand in the water like islands. From the shore a melancholy song is heard:


    “Oh, o-o-o, once more!”


    The steamer passes many rafts, splashing them with waves. The beams are in continual motion under the blows of the waves; the men on the rafts in blue shirts, staggering, look at the steamer and laugh and shout something. The big, beautiful vessel goes sidewise on the river; the yellow scantlings with which it is loaded sparkle like gold and are dimly reflected in the muddy, vernal water. A passenger steamer comes from the opposite side and whistles — the resounding echo of the whistle loses itself in the woods, in the gorges of the mountainous bank, and dies away there. In the middle of the river the waves stirred up by the two vessels strike against one another and splash against the steamers’ sides, and the vessels are rocked upon the water. On the slope of the mountainous bank are verdant carpets of winter corn, brown strips of fallow ground and black strips of ground tilled for spring corn. Birds, like little dots, soar over them, and are clearly seen in the blue canopy of the sky; nearby a flock is grazing; in the distance they look like children’s toys; the small figure of the shepherd stands leaning on a staff, and looks at the river.


    The glare of the water — freedom and liberty are everywhere, the meadows are cheerfully verdant and the blue sky is tenderly clear; a restrained power is felt in the quiet motion of the water; above it the generous May sun is shining, the air is filled with the exquisite odour of fir trees and of fresh foliage. And the banks keep on meeting them, caressing the eyes and the soul with their beauty, as new pictures constantly unfold themselves.


    Everything surrounding them bears the stamp of some kind of tardiness: all — nature as well as men — live there clumsily, lazily; but in that laziness there is an odd gracefulness, and it seems as though beyond the laziness a colossal power were concealed; an invincible power, but as yet deprived of consciousness, as yet without any definite desires and aims. And the absence of consciousness in this half-slumbering life throws shades of sadness over all the beautiful slope. Submissive patience, silent hope for something new and more inspiriting are heard even in the cry of the cuckoo, wafted to the river by the wind from the shore. The melancholy songs sound as though imploring someone for help. And at times there is in them a ring of despair. The river answers the songs with sighs. And the tree-tops shake, lost in meditation. Silence.


    Foma spent all day long on the captain’s bridge beside his father. Without uttering a word, he stared wide-eyed at the endless panorama of the banks, and it seemed to him he was moving along a broad silver path in those wonderful kingdoms inhabited by the sorcerers and giants of his familiar fairy-tales. At times he would load his father with questions about everything that passed before them. Ignat answered him willingly and concisely, but the boy was not pleased with his answers; they contained nothing interesting and intelligible to him, and he did not hear what he longed to hear. Once he told his father with a sigh:


    “Auntie Anfisa knows better than you.”


    “What does she know?” asked Ignat, smiling.


    “Everything,” replied the boy, convincedly.


    No wonderful kingdom appeared before him. But often cities appeared on the banks of the river, just such cities as the one where Foma lived. Some of them were larger, some smaller, but the people, and the houses, and the churches — all were the same as in his own city. Foma examined them in company with his father, but was still unsatisfied and returned to the steamer gloomy and fatigued.


    “Tomorrow we shall be in Astrakhan,” said Ignat one day.


    “And is it just the same as the other cities?”


    “Of course. How else should it be?”


    “And what is beyond Astrakhan?”


    “The sea. The Caspian Sea it is called.”


    “And what is there?”


    “Fishes, queer fellow! What else can there be in the water?”


    “There’s the city Kitezh standing in the water.”


    “That’s a different thing! That’s Kitezh. Only righteous people live there.”


    “And are there no righteous cities on the sea?”


    “No,” said Ignat, and, after a moment’s silence, added: “The sea water is bitter and nobody can drink it.”


    “And is there more land beyond the sea?”


    “Certainly, the sea must have an end. It is like a cup.”


    “And are there cities there too?”


    “Again cities. Of course! Only that land is not ours, it belongs to Persia. Did you see the Persians selling pistachio-nuts and apricots in the market?”


    “Yes, I saw them,” replied Foma, and became pensive.


    One day he asked his father:


    “Is there much more land left?”


    “The earth is very big, my dear! If you should go on foot, you couldn’t go around it even in ten years.”


    Ignat talked for a long time with his son about the size of the earth, and said at length:


    “And yet no one knows for certain how big it really is, nor where it ends.”


    “And is everything alike on earth?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “The cities and all?”


    “Well, of course, the cities are like cities. There are houses, streets — and everything that is necessary.”


    After many similar conversations the boy no longer stared so often into the distance with the interrogative look of his black eyes.


    The crew of the steamer loved him, and he, too, loved those fine, sun-burnt and weather-beaten fellows, who laughingly played with him. They made fishing tackles for him, and little boats out of bark, played with him and rowed him about the anchoring place, when Ignat went to town on business. The boy often heard the men talking about his father, but he paid no attention to what they said, and never told his father what he heard about him. But one day, in Astrakhan, while the steamer was taking in a cargo of fuel, Foma heard the voice of Petrovich, the machinist:


    “He ordered such a lot of wood to be taken in. What an absurd man! First he loads the steamer up to the very deck, and then he roars. ‘You break the machinery too often,’ he says. ‘You pour oil,’ he says, ‘at random.’”


    The voice of the gray and stern pilot replied:


    “It’s all his exorbitant greediness. Fuel is cheaper here, so he is taking all he can. He is greedy, the devil!”


    “Oh, how greedy!”


    This word, repeated many times in succession, fixed itself in Foma’s memory, and in the evening, at supper, he suddenly asked his father:


    “Papa!”


    “What?”


    “Are you greedy?”


    In reply to his father’s questions Foma told him of the conversation between the pilot and the machinist. Ignat’s face became gloomy, and his eyes began to flash angrily.


    “That’s how it is,” ejaculated Ignat, shaking his head. “Well, you — don’t you listen to them. They are not your equals; don’t have so much to do with them. You are their master, they are your servants, understand that. If we choose to, we can put every one of them ashore. They are cheap and they can be found everywhere like dogs. Understand? They may say many bad things about me. But they say them, because I am their master. The whole thing arises because I am fortunate and rich, and the rich are always envied. A happy man is everybody’s enemy.”


    About two days later there was a new pilot and another machinist on the steamer.


    “And where is Yakov?” asked the boy.


    “I discharged him. I ordered him away.”


    “For that?” queried Foma.


    “Yes, for that very thing.”


    “And Petrovich, too?”


    “Yes, I sent him the same way.”


    Foma was pleased with the fact that his father was able to change the men so quickly. He smiled to his father, and, coming out on the deck, walked up to a sailor, who sat on the floor, untwisting a piece of rope and making a swab.


    “We have a new pilot here,” announced Foma.


    “I know. Good health to you, Foma Ignatich! How did you sleep?”


    “And a new machinist, too.”


    “And a new machinist. Are you sorry for Petrovich?”


    “Really? And he was so good to you.”


    “Well, why did he abuse my father?”


    “Oh? Did he abuse him?”


    “Of course he did. I heard it myself.”


    “Mm — and your father heard it, too?”


    “No, I told him.”


    “You — so” — drawled the sailor and became silent, taking up his work again.


    “And papa says to me: ‘You,’ he says, ‘you are master here — you can drive them all away if you wish.’”


    “So,” said the sailor, gloomily looking at the boy, who was so enthusiastically boasting to him of his supreme power. From that day on Foma noticed that the crew did not regard him as before. Some became more obliging and kind, others did not care to speak to him, and when they did speak to him, it was done angrily, and not at all entertainingly, as before. Foma liked to watch while the deck was being washed: their trousers rolled up to their knees, or sometimes taken off altogether, the sailors, with swabs and brushes in their hands, cleverly ran about the deck, emptying pails of water on it, besprinkling one another, laughing, shouting, falling. Streams of water ran in every direction, and the lively noise of the men intermingled with the gray splash of the water. Before, the boy never bothered the sailors in this playful and light work; nay, he took an active part, besprinkling them with water and laughingly running away, when they threatened to pour water over him. But after Yakov and Petrovich had been discharged, he felt that he was in everybody’s way, that no one cared to play with him and that no one regarded him kindly. Surprised and melancholy, he left the deck, walked up to the wheel, sat down there, and, offended, he thoughtfully began to stare at the distant green bank and the dented strip of woods upon it. And below, on the deck, the water was splashing playfully, and the sailors were gaily laughing. He yearned to go down to them, but something held him back.


    “Keep away from them as much as possible,” he recalled his father’s words; “you are their master.” Then he felt like shouting at the sailors — something harsh and authoritative, so his father would scold them. He thought a long time what to say, but could not think of anything. Another two, three days passed, and it became perfectly clear to him that the crew no longer liked him. He began to feel lonesome on the steamer, and amid the parti-coloured mist of new impressions, still more often there came up before Foma the image of his kind and gentle Aunt Anfisa, with her stories, and smiles, and soft, ringing laughter, which filled the boy’s soul with a joyous warmth. He still lived in the world of fairy-tales, but the invisible and pitiless hand of reality was already at work tearing the beautiful, fine web of the wonderful, through which the boy had looked at everything about him. The incident with the machinist and the pilot directed his attention to his surroundings; Foma’s eyes became more sharp-sighted. A conscious searchfulness appeared in them and in his questions to his father rang a yearning to understand which threads and springs were managing the deeds of men.


    One day a scene took place before him: the sailors were carrying wood, and one of them, the young, curly-haired and gay Yefim, passing the deck of the ship with hand-barrows, said loudly and angrily:


    “No, he has no conscience whatever! There was no agreement that I should carry wood. A sailor — well, one’s business is clear — but to carry wood into the bargain — thank you! That means for me to take off the skin I have not sold. He is without conscience! He thinks it is clever to sap the life out of us.”


    The boy heard this grumbling and knew that it was concerning his father. He also noticed that although Yefim was grumbling, he carried more wood on his stretcher than the others, and walked faster than the others. None of the sailors replied to Yefim’s grumbling, and even the one who worked with him was silent, only now and then protesting against the earnestness with which Yefim piled up the wood on the stretchers.


    “Enough!” he would say, morosely, “you are not loading a horse, are you?”


    “And you had better keep quiet. You were put to the cart — cart it and don’t kick — and should your blood be sucked — keep quiet again. What can you say?”


    Suddenly Ignat appeared, walked up to the sailor and, stopping in front of him, asked sternly:


    “What were you talking about?”


    “I am talking — I know,” replied Yefim, hesitating. “There was no agreement — that I must say nothing.”


    “And who is going to suck blood?” asked Ignat, stroking his beard.


    The sailor understood that he had been caught unawares, and seeing no way out of it, he let the log of wood fall from his hands, rubbed his palms against his pants, and, facing Ignat squarely, said rather boldly:


    “And am I not right? Don’t you suck it?”


    “I?”


    “You.”


    Foma saw that his father swung his hand. A loud blow resounded, and the sailor fell heavily on the wood. He arose immediately and worked on in silence. Blood was trickling from his bruised face on to the white bark of the birch wood; he wiped the blood off his face with the sleeve of his shirt, looked at his sleeve and, heaving a sigh, maintained silence, and when he went past Foma with the hand-harrows, two big, turbid tears were trembling on his face, near the bridge of his nose, and Foma noticed them.


    At dinner Foma was pensive and now and then glanced at his father with fear in his eyes.


    “Why do you frown?” asked his father, gently.


    “Frown?”


    “Are you ill, perhaps? Be careful. If there is anything, tell me.”


    “You are strong,” said Foma of a sudden musingly.


    “I? That’s right. God has favoured me with strength.”


    “How hard you struck him!” exclaimed the boy in a low voice, lowering his head.


    Ignat was about to put a piece of bread with caviar into his mouth, but his hand stopped, held back by his son’s exclamation; he looked interrogatively at Foma’s drooping head and asked:


    “You mean Yefim, don’t you?”


    “Yes, he was bleeding. And how he walked afterward, how he cried,” said the boy in a low voice.


    “Mm,” roared Ignat, chewing a bite. “Well, are you sorry for him?”


    “It’s a pity!” said Foma, with tears in his voice.


    “Yes. So that’s the kind of a fellow you are,” said Ignat.


    Then, after a moment’s silence, he filled a wineglass with vodka, emptied it, and said sternly, in a slightly reprimanding tone:


    “There is no reason why you should pity him. He brawled at random, and therefore got what he deserved. I know him: he is a good fellow, industrious, strong and not a bit foolish. But to argue is not his business; I may argue, because I am the master. It isn’t simple to be master. A punch wouldn’t kill him, but will make him wiser. That’s the way. Eh, Foma! You are an infant, and you do not understand these things. I must teach you how to live. It may be that my days on earth are numbered.”


    Ignat was silent for awhile, drank some more vodka and went on instinctively:


    “It is necessary to have pity on men. You are right in doing so. But you must pity them sensibly. First look at a man, find out what good there is in him, and what use may be made of him! And if you find him to be strong and capable — pity and assist him. And if he is weak and not inclined to work — spit upon him, pass him by. Just keep this in mind — the man who complains against everything, who sighs and moans all the time — that man is worth nothing; he merits no compassion and you will do him no good whatever, even if you help him. Pity for such people makes them more morose, spoils them the more. In your godfather’s house you saw various kinds of people — unfortunate travellers and hangers-on, and all sorts of rabble. Forget them. They are not men, they are just shells, and are good for nothing. They are like bugs, fleas and other unclean things. Nor do they live for God’s sake — they have no God. They call His name in vain, in order to move fools to pity, and, thus pitied, to fill their bellies with something. They live but for their bellies, and aside from eating, drinking, sleeping and moaning they can do nothing. And all they accomplish is the soul’s decay. They are in your way and you trip over them. A good man among them — like fresh apples among bad ones — may soon be spoilt, and no one will profit by it. You are young, that’s the trouble. You cannot comprehend my words. Help him who is firm in misery. He may not ask you for assistance, but think of it yourself, and assist him without his request. And if he should happen to be proud and thus feel offended at your aid, do not allow him to see that you are lending him a helping hand. That’s the way it should be done, according to common sense! Here, for example, two boards, let us say, fall into the mud — one of them is a rotten one, the other, a good sound board. What should you do? What good is there in the rotten board? You had better drop it, let it stay in the mud and step on it so as not to soil your feet. As to the sound board, lift it up and place it in the sun; if it can be of no use to you, someone else may avail himself of it. That’s the way it is, my son! Listen to me and remember. There is no reason why Yefim should be pitied. He is a capable fellow, he knows his value. You cannot knock his soul out with a box on the ear. I’ll just watch him for about a week, and then I’ll put him at the helm. And there, I am quite sure, he’ll be a good pilot. And if he should be promoted to captain, he wouldn’t lose courage — he would make a clever captain! That’s the way people grow. I have gone through this school myself, dear. I, too, received more than one box on the ear when I was of his age. Life, my son, is not a dear mother to all of us. It is our exacting mistress.”


    Ignat talked with his son about two hours, telling him of his own youth, of his toils, of men; their terrible power, and of their weakness; of how they live, and sometimes pretend to be unfortunate in order to live on other people’s money; and then he told him of himself, and of how he rose from a plain working man to be proprietor of a large concern. The boy listened to his words, looked at him and felt as though his father were coming nearer and nearer to him. And though his father’s story did not contain the material of which Aunt Anfisa’s fairy-tales were brimful, there was something new in it, something clearer and more comprehensible than in her fairy-tales, and something just as interesting. Something powerful and warm began to throb within his little heart, and he was drawn toward his father. Ignat, evidently, surmised his son’s feelings by his eyes: he rose abruptly from his seat, seized him in his arms and pressed him firmly to his breast. And Foma embraced his neck, and, pressing his cheek to that of his father, was silent and breathed rapidly.


    “My son,” whispered Ignat in a dull voice, “My darling! My joy! Learn while I am alive. Alas! it is hard to live.”


    The child’s heart trembled at this whisper; he set his teeth together, and hot tears gushed from his eyes.


    Until this day Ignat had never kindled any particular feeling in his son: the boy was used to him; he was tired of looking at his enormous figure, and feared him slightly, but was at the same time aware that his father would do anything for him that he wanted. Sometimes Ignat would stay away from home a day, two, a week, or possibly the entire summer. And yet Foma did not even notice his absence, so absorbed was he by his love for Aunt Anfisa. When Ignat returned the boy was glad, but he could hardly tell whether it was his father’s arrival that gladdened him or the playthings he brought with him. But now, at the sight of Ignat, the boy ran to meet him, grasped him by the hand, laughed, stared into his eyes and felt weary if he did not see him for two or three hours: His father became interesting to him, and, rousing his curiosity, he fairly developed love and respect for himself. Every time that they were together Foma begged his father:


    “Papa, tell me about yourself.”


    .........................


    The steamer was now going up the Volga. One suffocating night in July, when the sky was overcast with thick black clouds, and everything on the Volga was somewhat ominously calm, they reached Kazan and anchored near Uslon at the end of an enormous fleet of vessels. The clinking of the anchor chains and the shouting of the crew awakened Foma; he looked out of the window and saw, far in the distance, small lights glimmering fantastically: the water about the boat black and thick, like oil — and nothing else could be seen. The boy’s heart trembled painfully and he began to listen attentively. A scarcely audible, melancholy song reached his ears — mournful and monotonous as a chant on the caravan the watchmen called to one another; the steamer hissed angrily getting up steam. And the black water of the river splashed sadly and quietly against the sides of the vessels. Staring fixedly into the darkness, until his eyes hurt, the boy discerned black piles and small lights dimly burning high above them. He knew that those were barges, but this knowledge did not calm him and his heart throbbed unevenly, and, in his imagination, terrifying dark images arose.


    “O-o-o,” a drawling cry came from the distance and ended like a wail.


    Someone crossed the deck and went up to the side of the steamer.


    “O-o-o,” was heard again, but nearer this time.


    “Yefim!” some one called in a low voice on the deck. “Yefimka!”


    “Well?”


    “Devil! Get up! Take the boat-hook.”


    “O-o-o,” someone moaned near by, and Foma, shuddering, stepped back from the window.


    The queer sound came nearer and nearer and grew in strength, sobbed and died out in the darkness. While on the deck they whispered with alarm:


    “Yefimka! Get up! A guest is floating!”


    “Where?” came a hasty question, then bare feet began to patter about the deck, a bustle was heard, and two boat-hooks slipped down past the boy’s face and almost noiselessly plunged into the water.


    “A gue-e-est!” Some began to sob near by, and a quiet, but very queer splash resounded.


    The boy trembled with fright at this mournful cry, but he could not tear his hands from the window nor his eyes from the water.


    “Light the lantern. You can’t see anything.”


    “Directly.”


    And then a spot of dim light fell over the water. Foma saw that the water was rocking calmly, that a ripple was passing over it, as though the water were afflicted, and trembled for pain.


    “Look! Look!” they whispered on the deck with fright.


    At the same time a big, terrible human face, with white teeth set together, appeared on the spot of light. It floated and rocked in the water, its teeth seemed to stare at Foma as though saying, with a smile:


    “Eh, boy, boy, it is cold. Goodbye!”


    The boat-hooks shook, were lifted in the air, were lowered again into the water and carefully began to push something there.


    “Shove him! Shove! Look out, he may be thrown under the wheel.”


    “Shove him yourself then.”


    The boat-hooks glided over the side of the steamer, and, scratching against it, produced a noise like the grinding of teeth. Foma could not close his eyes for watching them. The noise of feet stamping on the deck, over his head, was gradually moving toward the stern. And then again that moaning cry for the dead was heard:


    “A gue-e-est!”


    “Papa!” cried Foma in a ringing voice. “Papa!” His father jumped to his feet and rushed toward him.


    “What is that? What are they doing there?” cried Foma.


    Wildly roaring, Ignat jumped out of the cabin with huge bounds. He soon returned, sooner than Foma, staggering and looking around him, had time to reach his father’s bed.


    “They frightened you? It’s nothing!” said Ignat, taking him up in his arms. “Lie down with me.”


    “What is it?” asked Foma, quietly.


    “It was nothing, my son. Only a drowned man. A man was drowned and he is floating. That’s nothing! Don’t be afraid, he has already floated clear of us.”


    “Why did they push him?” interrogated the boy, firmly pressing close to his father, and shutting his eyes for fright.


    “It was necessary to do so. The water might have thrown him under the wheel. Under ours, for instance. Tomorrow the police would notice it, there would be trouble, inquests, and we would be held here for examination. That’s why we shoved him along. What difference does it make to him? He is dead; it doesn’t pain him; it doesn’t offend him. And the living would be troubled on his account. Sleep, my son.


    “So he will float on that way?”


    “He will float. They’ll take him out somewhere and bury him.”


    “And will a fish devour him?”


    “Fish do not eat human bodies. Crabs eat them. They like them.”


    Foma’s fright was melting, from the heat of his father’s body, but before his eyes the terrible sneering face was still rocking in the black water.


    “And who is he?”


    “God knows! Say to God about him: ‘Oh Lord, rest his soul! ‘“


    “Lord, rest his soul!” repeated Foma, in a whisper.


    “That’s right. Sleep now, don’t fear. He is far away now! Floating on. See here, be careful as you go up to the side of the ship. You may fall overboard. God forbid! And—”


    “Did he fall overboard?”


    “Of course. Perhaps he was drunk, and that’s his end! And maybe he threw himself into the water. There are people who do that. They go and throw themselves into the water and are drowned. Life, my dear, is so arranged that death is sometimes a holiday for one, sometimes it is a blessing for all.”


    “Papa.”


    “Sleep, sleep, dear.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER III


    
      
    


    DURING the very first day of his school life, stupefied by the lively and hearty noise of provoking mischiefs and of wild, childish games, Foma picked out two boys from the crowd who at once seemed more interesting to him than the others. One had a seat in front of him. Foma, looking askance, saw a broad back; a full neck, covered with freckles; big ears; and the back of the head closely cropped, covered with light-red hair which stood out like bristles.


    When the teacher, a bald-headed man, whose lower lip hung down, called out: “Smolin, African!” the red-headed boy arose slowly, walked up to the teacher, calmly stared into his face, and, having listened to the problem, carefully began to make big round figures on the blackboard with chalk.


    “Good enough!” said the teacher. “Yozhov, Nicolai. Proceed!”


    One of Foma’s neighbours, a fidgety little boy with black little mouse-eyes, jumped up from his seat and passed through the aisle, striking against everything and turning his head on all sides. At the blackboard he seized the chalk, and, standing up on the toes of his boots, noisily began to mark the board with the chalk, creaking and filling with chalk dust, dashing off small, illegible marks.


    “Not so loud!” said the teacher, wrinkling his yellow face and contracting his fatigued eyes. Yozhov spoke quickly and in a ringing voice:


    “Now we know that the first peddler made 17k. profit.”


    “Enough! Gordyeeff! Tell me what must we do in order to find out how much the second peddler gained?”


    Watching the conduct of the boys, so unlike each other, Foma was thus taken unawares by the question and he kept quiet.


    “Don’t you know? How? Explain it to him, Smolin.”


    Having carefully wiped his fingers, which had been soiled with chalk, Smolin put the rag away, and, without looking at Foma, finished the problem and again began to wipe his hands, while Yozhov, smiling and skipping along as he walked, returned to his seat.


    “Eh, you!” he whispered, seating himself beside Foma, incidentally striking his side with his fist. “Why don’t you know it? What was the profit altogether? Thirty kopecks. And there were two peddlers. One of them got 17. Well, how much did the other one get?”


    “I know,” replied Foma, in a whisper, feeling confused and examining the face of Smolin, who was sedately returning to his seat. He didn’t like that round, freckled face, with the blue eyes, which were loaded with fat. And Yozhov pinched his leg and asked:


    “Whose son are you? The Frantic’s?”


    “Yes.”


    “So. Do you wish me to prompt you always?”


    “Yes.”


    “And what will you give me for it?”


    Foma thought awhile and asked:


    “And do you know it all yourself?”


    “I? I am the best pupil. You’ll see for yourself.”


    “Hey, there! Yozhov, you are talking again?” cried the teacher, faintly.


    Yozhov jumped to his feet and said boldly:


    “It’s not I, Ivan Andreyich — it’s Gordyeeff.”


    “Both of them were whispering,” announced Smolin, serenely.


    Wrinkling his face mournfully and moving his big lip comically, the teacher reprimanded them all, but his words did not prevent Yozhov from whispering immediately:


    “Very well, Smolin! I’ll remember you for telling.”


    “Well, why do you blame it all on the new boy?” asked Smolin, in a low voice, without even turning his head to them.


    “All right, all right,” hissed Yozhov.


    Foma was silent, looking askance at his brisk neighbour, who at once pleased him and roused in him a desire to get as far as possible away from him. During recess he learned from Yozhov that Smolin, too, was rich, being the son of a tan-yard proprietor, and that Yozhov himself was the son of a guard at the Court of Exchequer, and very poor. The last was clearly evident by the adroit boy’s costume, made of gray fustian and adorned with patches on the knees and elbows; by his pale, hungry-looking face; and, by his small, angular and bony figure. This boy spoke in a metallic alto, elucidating his words with grimaces and gesticulations, and he often used words whose meaning was known but to himself.


    “We’ll be friends,” he announced to Foma.


    “Why did you complain to the teacher about me?” Gordyeeff reminded Yozhov, looking at him suspiciously.


    “There! What’s the difference to you? You are a new scholar and rich. The teacher is not exacting with the rich. And I am a poor hanger-on; he doesn’t like me, because I am impudent and because I never bring him any presents. If I had been a bad pupil he would have expelled me long ago. You know I’ll go to the Gymnasium from here. I’ll pass the second class and then I’ll leave. Already a student is preparing me for the second class. There I’ll study so that they can’t hold me back! How many horses do you have?”


    “Three. What do you need to study so much for?” asked Foma.


    “Because I am poor. The poor must study hard so that they may become rich. They become doctors, functionaries, officers. I shall be a ‘tinkler.’ A sword at my side, spur on my boots. Cling, cling! And what are you going to be?”


    “I don’t know,” said Foma, pensively, examining his companion.


    “You need not be anything. And are you fond of pigeons?”


    “Yes.”


    “What a good-for-nothing you are! Oh! Eh!” Yozhov imitated Foma’s slow way of speaking. “How many pigeons do you have?”


    “I have none.”


    “Eh, you! Rich, and yet you have no pigeons. Even I have three. If my father had been rich I would have had a hundred pigeons and chased them all day long. Smolin has pigeons, too, fine ones! Fourteen. He made me a present of one. Only, he is greedy. All the rich are greedy. And you, are you greedy, too?”


    “I don’t know,” said Foma, irresolutely.


    “Come up to Smolin’s and the three of us together will chase the pigeons.”


    “Very well. If they let me.”


    “Why, does not your father like you?”


    “He does like me.”


    “Well, then, he’ll let you go. Only don’t tell him that I am coming. Perhaps he would not let you go with me. Tell him you want to go to Smolin’s. Smolin!”


    A plump boy came up to them, and Yozhov accosted him, shaking his head reproachfully:


    “Eh, you red-headed slanderer! It isn’t worth while to be friends with you, blockhead!”


    “Why do you abuse me?” asked Smolin, calmly, examining Foma fixedly.


    “I am not abusing you; I am telling the truth,” Yozhov explained, straightening himself with animation. “Listen! Although you are a kissel, but — let it go! We’ll come up to see you on Sunday after mass.”


    “Come,” Smolin nodded his head.


    “We’ll come up. They’ll ring the bell soon. I must run to sell the siskin,” declared Yozhov, pulling out of his pocket a paper package, wherein some live thing was struggling. And he disappeared from the school-yard as mercury from the palm of a hand.


    “What a queer fellow he is!” said Foma, dumfounded by Yozhov’s adroitness and looking at Smolin interrogatively.


    “He is always like this. He’s very clever,” the red-headed boy explained.


    “And cheerful, too,” added Foma.


    “Cheerful, too,” Smolin assented. Then they became silent, looking at each other.


    “Will you come up with him to my house?” asked the red-headed boy.


    “Yes.”


    “Come up. It’s nice there.”


    Foma said nothing to this. Then Smolin asked him:


    “Have you many friends?”


    “I have none.”


    “Neither did I have any friends before I went to school. Only cousins. Now you’ll have two friends at once.”


    “Yes,” said Foma.


    “Are you glad?”


    “I’m glad.”


    “When you have lots of friends, it is lively. And it is easier to study, too — they prompt you.”


    “And are you a good pupil?”


    “Of course! I do everything well,” said Smolin, calmly.


    The bell began to bang as though it had been frightened and was hastily running somewhere.


    Sitting in school, Foma began to feel somewhat freer, and compared his friends with the rest of the boys. He soon learned that they both were the very best boys in school and that they were the first to attract everybody’s attention, even as the two figures 5 and 7, which had not yet been wiped off the blackboard. And Foma felt very much pleased that his friends were better than any of the other boys.


    They all went home from school together, but Yozhov soon turned into some narrow side street, while Smolin walked with Foma up to his very house, and, departing, said:


    “You see, we both go home the same way, too.”


    At home Foma was met with pomp: his father made him a present of a heavy silver spoon, with an ingenious monogram on it, and his aunt gave him a scarf knitted by herself. They were awaiting him for dinner, having prepared his favourite dishes for him, and as soon as he took off his coat, seated him at the table and began to ply him with questions.


    “Well, how was it? How did you like the school?” asked Ignat, looking lovingly at his son’s rosy, animated face.


    “Pretty good. It’s nice!” replied Foma.


    “My darling!” sighed his aunt, with feeling, “look out, hold your own with your friends. As soon as they offend you tell your teachers about it.”


    “Go on. What else will you tell him?” Ignat smiled. “Never do that! Try to get square with every offender yourself, punish him with your own hand, not with somebody else’s. Are there any good fellows there?”


    “There are two,” Foma smiled, recalling Yozhov. “One of them is so bold — terrible!”


    “Whose is he?”


    “A guard’s son.”


    “Mm! Bold did you say?”


    “Dreadfully bold!”


    “Well, let him be! And the other?”


    “The other one is red-headed. Smolin.”


    “Ah! Evidently Mitry Ivanovitch’s son. Stick to him, he’s good company. Mitry is a clever peasant. If the son takes after his father it is all right. But that other one — you know, Foma, you had better invite them to our house on Sunday. I’ll buy some presents and you can treat them. We’ll see what sort of boys they are.”


    “Smolin asked me to come to him this Sunday,” said Foma, looking up at his father questioningly.


    “So. Well, you may go! That’s all right, go. Observe what kind of people there are in the world. You cannot pass your life alone, without friendship. Your godfather and I, for instance, have been friends for more than twenty years, and I have profited a great deal by his common sense. So you, too, try to be friendly with those that are better and wiser than you. Rub against a good man, like a copper coin against silver, and you may then pass for a silver coin yourself.”


    And, bursting into laughter at his comparison, Ignat added seriously:


    “I was only jesting. Try to be, not artificial, but genuine. And have some common sense, no matter how little, but your own. Have you many lessons to do?”


    “Many!” sighed the boy, and to his sigh, like an echo, his aunt answered with a heavy sigh.


    “Well, study. Don’t be worse than others at school. Although, I’ll tell you, even if there were twenty-five classes in your school, they could never teach you there anything save reading, writing and arithmetic. You may also learn some naughty things, but God protect you! I shall give you a terrible spanking if you do. If you smoke tobacco I’ll cut your lips off.”


    “Remember God, Fomushka,” said the aunt. “See that you don’t forget our Lord.”


    “That’s true! Honour God and your father. But I wish to tell you that school books are but a trivial matter. You need these as a carpenter needs an adze and a pointer. They are tools, but the tools cannot teach you how to make use of them. Understand? Let us see: Suppose an adze were handed to a carpenter for him to square a beam with it. It’s not enough to have hands and an adze; it is also necessary for him to know how to strike the wood so as not to hit his foot instead. To you the knowledge of reading and writing is given, and you must regulate your life with it. Thus it follows that books alone are but a trifle in this matter; it is necessary to be able to take advantage of them. And it is this ability that is more cunning than any books, and yet nothing about it is written in the books. This, Foma, you must learn from Life itself. A book is a dead thing, you may take it as you please, you may tear it, break it — it will not cry out. While should you but make a single wrong step in life, or wrongly occupy a place in it, Life will start to bawl at you in a thousand voices; it will deal you a blow, felling you to the ground.”


    Foma, his elbows leaning on the table, attentively listened to his father, and under the sound of his powerful voice he pictured to himself now the carpenter squaring a beam, now himself, his hands outstretched, carefully and stealthily approaching some colossal and living thing, and desiring to grasp that terrible something.


    “A man must preserve himself for his work and must be thoroughly acquainted with the road to it. A man, dear, is like the pilot on a ship. In youth, as at high tide, go straight! A way is open to you everywhere. But you must know when it is time to steer. The waters recede — here you see a sandbank, there, a rock; it is necessary to know all this and to slip off in time, in order to reach the harbour safe and sound.”


    “I will reach it!” said the boy, looking at his father proudly and with confidence.


    “Eh? You speak courageously!” Ignat burst into laughter. And the aunt also began to laugh kindly.


    Since his trip with his father on the Volga, Foma became more lively and talkative at home, with his father, with his aunt and with Mayakin. But on the street, in a new place, or in the presence of strangers, he was always gloomy, always looking about him with suspicion, as though he felt something hostile to him everywhere, something hidden from him spying on him.


    At nights he sometimes awoke of a sudden and listened for a long time to the silence about him, fixedly staring into the dark with wide-open eyes. And then his father’s stories were transformed before him into images and pictures. Without being aware of it, he mixed up those stories with his aunt’s fairy-tales, thus creating for himself a chaos of adventures wherein the bright colours of fantasy were whimsically intertwined with the stern shades of reality. This resulted in something colossal, incomprehensible; the boy closed his eyes and drove it all away from him and tried to check the play of his imagination, which frightened him. In vain he attempted to fall asleep, and the chamber became more and more crowded with dark images. Then he quietly roused his aunt.


    “Auntie! Auntie!”


    “What? Christ be with you.”


    “I’ll come to you,” whispered Foma.


    “Why? Sleep, darling, sleep.”


    “I am afraid,” confessed the boy.


    “You better say to yourself, ‘And the Lord will rise again,’ then you won’t be afraid.”


    Foma lies with his eyes open and says the prayer. The silence of the night pictures itself before him in the form of an endless expanse of perfectly calm, dark water, which has overflowed everything and congealed; there is not a ripple on it, not a shadow of a motion, and neither is there anything within it, although it is bottomlessly deep. It is very terrible for one to look down from the dark at this dead water. But now the sound of the night watchman’s mallet is heard, and the boy sees that the surface of the water is beginning to tremble, and, covering the surface with ripples, light little balls are dancing upon it. The sound of the bell on the steeple, with one mighty swing, brings all the water in agitation and it is slightly trembling from that sound; a big spot of light is also trembling, spreading light upon the water, radiating from its centre into the dark distance, there growing paler and dying out. Again there is weary and deathlike repose in this dark desert.


    “Auntie,” whispers Foma, beseechingly.


    “Dearest?”


    “I am coming to you.”


    “Come, then, come, my darling.”


    Going over into auntie’s bed, he presses close to her, begging:


    “Tell me something.”


    “At night?” protests auntie, sleepily.


    “Please.”


    He does not have to ask her long. Yawning, her eyes closed, the old woman begins slowly in a voice grown heavy with sleep:


    “Well, my dear sir, in a certain kingdom, in a certain empire, there lived a man and his wife, and they were very poor. They were so unfortunate that they had nothing to eat. They would go around begging, somebody would give them a crust of stale bread and that would keep them for awhile. And it came to pass that the wife begot a child — a child was born — it was necessary to christen it, but, being poor, they could not entertain the godparents and the guests, so nobody came to christen the child. They tried this and they tried that — yet nobody came. And they began to pray to the Lord, ‘Oh Lord! Oh Lord!’”


    Foma knew this awful story about God’s godchild. He had heard it more than once and was already picturing to himself this godchild riding on a white horse to his godfather and godmother; he was riding in the darkness, over the desert, and he saw there all the unbearable miseries to which sinners are condemned. And he heard their faint moans and requests:


    “Oh! Man! Ask the Lord yet how long are we to suffer here!”


    Then it appeared to Foma that it was he who was riding at night on the white horse, and that the moans and the implorings were addressed to him. His heart contracts with some incomprehensible desire; sorrow compressed his breast and tears gathered in his eyes, which he had firmly closed and now feared to open.


    He is tossing about in his bed restlessly.


    “Sleep, my child. Christ be with you!” says the old woman, interrupting her tale of men suffering for their sins.


    But in the morning after such a night Foma rose sound and cheerful, washed himself hastily, drank his tea in haste and ran off to school, provided with sweet cakes, which were awaited by the always hungry little Yozhov, who greedily subsisted on his rich friend’s generosity.


    “Got anything to eat?” he accosted Foma, turning up his sharp-pointed nose. “Let me have it, for I left the house without eating anything. I slept too long, devil take it! I studied up to two o’clock last night. Have you solved your problems?”


    “No, I haven’t.”


    “Eh, you lazy bones! Well, I’ll dash them off for you directly!”


    Driving his small, thin teeth into the cakes, he purred something like a kitten, stamped his left foot, beating time, and at the same time solved the problem, rattling off short phrases to Foma:


    “See? Eight bucketfuls leaked out in one hour. And how many hours did it leak — six? Eh, what good things they eat in your house! Consequently, we must multiply six by eight. Do you like cake with green onions? Oh, how I like it! So that in six hours forty-eight bucketfuls leaked out of the first gauge-cock. And altogether the tub contained ninety. Do you understand the rest?”


    Foma liked Yozhov better than Smolin, but he was more friendly with Smolin. He wondered at the ability and the sprightliness of the little fellow. He saw that Yozhov was more clever and better than himself; he envied him, and felt offended on that account, and at the same time he pitied him with the condescending compassion of a satisfied man for a hungry one. Perhaps it was this very compassion that prevented him from preferring this bright boy to the boring red-headed Smolin. Yozhov, fond of having a laugh at the expense of his well-fed friends, told them quite often: “Eh, you are little trunks full of cakes!”


    Foma was angry with him for his sneers, and one day, touched to the quick, said wickedly and with contempt:


    “And you are a beggar — a pauper!”


    Yozhov’s yellow face became overcast, and he replied slowly:


    “Very well, so be it! I shall never prompt you again — and you’ll be like a log of wood!”


    And they did not speak to each other for about three days, very much to the regret of the teacher, who during these days had to give the lowest markings to the son of the esteemed Ignat Matveyich.


    Yozhov knew everything: he related at school how the procurator’s chambermaid gave birth to a child, and that for this the procurator’s wife poured hot coffee over her husband; he could tell where and when it was best to catch perch; he knew how to make traps and cages for birds; he could give a detailed account of how the soldier had hanged himself in the garret of the armoury, and knew from which of the pupils’ parents the teacher had received a present that day and precisely what sort of a present it was.


    The sphere of Smolin’s knowledge and interests was confined to the merchant’s mode of life, and, above all, the red-headed boy was fond of judging whether this man was richer than that, valuing and pricing their houses, their vessels and their horses. All this he knew to perfection, and spoke of it with enthusiasm.


    Like Foma, he regarded Yozhov with the same condescending pity, but more as a friend and equal. Whenever Gordyeeff quarrelled with Yozhov, Smolin hastened to reconcile them, and he said to Foma one day, on their way home:


    “Why do you always quarrel with Yozhov?”


    “Well, why is he so self-conceited?” said Foma, angrily.


    “He is proud because you never know your lessons, and he always helps you out. He is clever. And because he is poor — is he to blame for that? He can learn anything he wants to, and he will be rich, too.”


    “He is like a mosquito,” said Foma, disdainfully; “he will buzz and buzz, and then of a sudden will bite.”


    But there was something in the life of these boys that united them all; there were hours when the consciousness of difference in their natures and positions was entirely lost. On Sundays they all gathered at Smolin’s, and, getting up on the roof of the wing, where they had an enormous pigeon-house, they let the pigeons loose.


    The beautiful, well-fed birds, ruffling their snow-white wings, darted out of the pigeon-house one by one, and, seating themselves in a row on the ridge of the roof, and, illumined by the sun, cooing, flaunted before the boys.


    “Scare them!” implored Yozhov, trembling for impatience.


    Smolin swung a pole with a bast-wisp fastened to its end, and whistled.


    The frightened pigeons rushed into the air, filling it with the hurried flapping of their wings. And now, outlining big circles, they easily soar upwards, into the blue depths of the sky; they float higher and higher, their silver and snow-white feathers flashing. Some of them are striving to reach the dome of the skies with the light soaring of the falcon, their wings outstretched wide and almost motionless; others play, turn over in the air, now dropping downward in a snowy lump, now darting up like an arrow. Now the entire flock seems as though hanging motionless in the desert of the sky, and, growing smaller and smaller, seems to sink in it. With heads thrown back, the boys admire the birds in silence, without taking their eyes from them — their tired eyes, so radiant with calm joy, not altogether free from envying these winged creatures, which so freely took flight from earth up into the pure and calm atmosphere full of the glitter of the sun. The small group of scarcely visible dots, now mere specks in the azure of the sky, leads on the imagination of the children, and Yozhov expresses their common feeling when, in a low voice, he says thoughtfully:


    “That’s the way we ought to fly, friends.”


    While Foma, knowing that human souls, soaring heavenward, oftentimes assume the form of pigeons, felt in his breast the rising of a burning, powerful desire.


    Unified by their joy, attentively and mutely awaiting the return of their birds from the depths of the sky, the boys, pressing close to one another, drifted far away from the breath of life, even as their pigeons were far from earth; at this moment they are merely children, knowing neither envy nor anger; free from everything, they are near to one another, they are mute, judging their feelings by the light in their eyes — and they feel as happy as the birds in the sky.


    But now the pigeons come down on the roof again, and, tired out by their flight, are easily driven into the pigeon-house.


    “Friends, let’s go for apples?” suggests Yozhov, the instigator of all games and adventures.


    His call drives out of the children’s souls the peacefulness brought into them by the pigeons, and then, like plunderers, carefully listening for each and every sound, they steal quietly across the back yards toward the neighbouring garden. The fear of being caught is balanced by the hope of stealing with impunity. But stealing is work and dangerous work at that, and everything that is earned by your own labour is so sweet! And the more effort required to gain it, the sweeter it is. Carefully the boys climb over the fence of the garden, and, bending down, crawl toward the apple trees and, full of fright, look around vigilantly. Their hearts tremble and their throbbing slackens at the faintest rustle. They are alike afraid of being caught, and, if noticed, of being recognised, but in case they should only see them and yell at them, they would be satisfied. They would separate, each going in a different direction, and then, meeting again, their eyes aglow with joy and boldness, would laughingly tell one another how they felt when they heard some one giving chase to them, and what happened to them when they ran so quickly through the garden, as though the ground were burning under their feet.


    Such invasions were more to Foma’s liking than all other adventures and games, and his behaviour during these invasions was marked with a boldness that at once astounded and angered his companions. He was intentionally careless in other people’s gardens: he spoke loud, noisily broke the branches of apple trees, and, tearing off a worm-eaten apple, threw it in the direction of the proprietor’s house. The danger of being caught in the act did not frighten him; it rather encouraged him — his eyes would turn darker, his teeth would clench, and his face would assume an expression of anger and pride.


    Smolin, distorting his big mouth contemptibly, would say to him:


    “You are making entirely too much fuss about yourself.”


    “I am not a coward anyway!” replied Foma.


    “I know that you are not a coward, but why do you boast of it? One may do a thing as well without boasting.”


    Yozhov blamed him from a different point of view:


    “If you thrust yourself into their hands willingly you can go to the devil! I am not your friend. They’ll catch you and bring you to your father — he wouldn’t do anything to you, while I would get such a spanking that all my bones would be skinned.”


    “Coward!” Foma persisted, stubbornly.


    And it came to pass one day that Foma was caught by the second captain, Chumakov, a thin little old man. Noiselessly approaching the boy, who was hiding away in his bosom the stolen apples, the old man seized him by the shoulders and cried in a threatening voice:


    “Now I have you, little rogue! Aha!”


    Foma was then about fifteen years old, and he cleverly slipped out of the old man’s hands. Yet he did not run from him, but, knitting his brow and clenching his fist, he said threateningly:


    “You dare to touch me!”


    “I wouldn’t touch you. I’ll just turn you over to the police! Whose son are you?”


    Foma did not expect this, and all his boldness and spitefulness suddenly left him.


    The trip to the police station seemed to him something which his father would never forgive him. He shuddered and said confusedly:


    “Gordyeeff.”


    “Ignat Gordyeeff’s?”


    “Yes.”


    Now the second captain was taken aback. He straightened himself, expanded his chest and for some reason or other cleared his throat impressively. Then his shoulders sank and he said to the boy in a fatherly tone:


    “It’s a shame! The son of such a well-known and respected man! It is unbecoming your position. You may go. But should this happen again! Hm! I should be compelled to notify your father, to whom, by the way, I have the honour of presenting my respects.”


    Foma watched the play of the old man’s physiognomy and understood that he was afraid of his father. Like a young wolf, he looked askance at Chumakov; while the old man, with comical seriousness, twisted his gray moustache, hesitating before the boy, who did not go away, notwithstanding the given permission.


    “You may go,” repeated the old man, pointing at the road leading to his house.


    “And how about the police?” asked Foma, sternly, and was immediately frightened at the possible answer.


    “I was but jesting,” smiled the old man. “I just wanted to frighten you.”


    “You are afraid of my father yourself,” said Foma, and, turning his back to the old man, walked off into the depth of the garden.


    “I am afraid? Ah! Very well!” exclaimed Chumakov after him, and Foma knew by the sound of his voice that he had offended the old man. He felt sad and ashamed; he passed the afternoon in walking, and, coming home, he was met by his father’s stern question:


    “Foma! Did you go to Chumakov’s garden?”


    “Yes, I did,” said the boy, calmly, looking into his father’s eyes.


    Evidently Ignat did not expect such an answer and he was silent for awhile, stroking his beard.


    “Fool! Why did you do it? Have you not enough of your own apples?”


    Foma cast down his eyes and was silent, standing before his father.


    “See, you are shamed! Yozhishka must have incited you to this! I’ll give it to him when he comes, or I’ll make an end of your friendship altogether.”


    “I did it myself,” said Foma, firmly.


    “From bad to worse!” exclaimed Ignat. “But why did you do it?”


    “Because.”


    “Because!” mocked the father. “Well, if you did it you ought to be able to explain to yourself and to others the reason for so doing. Come here!”


    Foma walked up to his father, who was sitting on a chair, and placed himself between his knees. Ignat put his hand on the boy’s shoulders, and, smiling, looked into his eyes.


    “Are you ashamed?”


    “I am ashamed,” sighed Foma.


    “There you have it, fool! You have disgraced me and yourself.”


    Pressing his son’s head to his breast, he stroked his hair and asked again:


    “Why should you do such a thing — stealing other people’s apples?”


    “I — I don’t know,” said Foma, confusedly. “Perhaps because it is so lonesome. I play and play the same thing day after day. I am growing tired of it! While this is dangerous.”


    “Exciting?” asked the father, smiling.


    “Yes.”


    “Mm, perhaps it is so. But, nevertheless, Foma, look out — drop this, or I shall deal with you severely.”


    “I’ll never climb anywhere again,” said the boy with confidence.


    “And that you take all the blame on yourself — that is good. What will become of you in the future, only God knows, but meanwhile — it is pretty good. It is not a trifle if a man is willing to pay for his deeds with his own skin. Someone else in your place would have blamed his friends, while you say: ‘I did it myself.’ That’s the proper way, Foma. You commit the sin, but you also account for it. Didn’t Chumakov strike you?” asked Ignat, pausing as he spoke.


    “I would have struck him back,” declared Foma, calmly.


    “Mm,” roared his father, significantly.


    “I told him that he was afraid of you. That is why he complained. Otherwise he was not going to say anything to you about it.”


    “Is that so?”


    “‘By God! Present my respects to your father,’ he said.”


    “Did he?”


    “Yes.”


    “Ah! the dog! See what kind of people there are; he is robbed and yet he makes a bow and presents his respects! Ha, ha! It is true it might have been worth no more than a kopeck, but a kopeck is to him what a rouble is to me. And it isn’t the kopeck, but since it is mine, no one dares touch it unless I throw it away myself. Eh! The devil take them! Well, tell me — where have you been, what have you seen?”


    The boy sat down beside his father and told him in detail all the impressions of that day. Ignat listened, fixedly watching the animated face of his son, and the eyebrows of the big man contracted pensively.


    “You are still but floating on the surface, dear. You are still but a child. Eh! Eh!”


    “We scared an owl in the ravine,” related the boy. “That was fun! It began to fly about and struck against a tree — bang! It even began to squeak so pitifully. And we scared it again; again it rose and flew about here and there, and again it struck against something, so that its feathers were coming out. It flew about in the ravine and at last hid itself somewhere with difficulty. We did not try to look for it, we felt sorry it was all bruised. Papa, is an owl entirely blind in daytime?”


    “Blind!” said Ignat; “some men will toss about in life even as this owl in daytime. Ever searching for his place, he strives and strives — only feathers fly from him, but all to no purpose. He is bruised, sickened, stripped of everything, and then with all his might he thrusts himself anywhere, just to find repose from his restlessness. Woe to such people. Woe to them, dear!”


    “How painful is it to them?” said Foma in a low voice.


    “Just as painful as to that owl.”


    “And why is it so?”


    “Why? It is hard to tell. Someone suffers because he is darkened by his pride — he desires much, but has but little strength. Another because of his foolishness. But then there are a thousand and one other reasons, which you cannot understand.”


    “Come in and have some tea,” Anfisa called to them. She had been standing in the doorway for quite a long while, and, folding her hands, lovingly admired the enormous figure of her brother, who bent over Foma with such friendliness, and the pensive pose of the boy, who clung to his father’s shoulder.


    Thus day by day Foma’s life developed slowly — a quiet, peaceful life, not at all brimful of emotions. Powerful impressions, rousing the boy’s soul for an hour or for a day, sometimes stood out strikingly against the general background of this monotonous life, but these were soon obliterated. The boy’s soul was as yet but a calm lake — a lake hidden from the stormy winds of life, and all that touched the surface of the lake either sank to the bottom, stirring the placid water for a moment, or gliding over the smooth surface, swam apart in big circles and disappeared.


    Having stayed at the district school for five years, Foma passed four classes tolerably well and came out a brave, dark-haired fellow, with a swarthy face, heavy eyebrows and dark down on the upper lip. His big dark eyes had a naive and pensive look, and his lips were like a child’s, half-open; but when meeting with opposition to his desires or when irritated by something else, the pupils of his eyes would grow wide, his lips press tight, and his whole face assume a stubborn and resolute expression. His godfather, smiling sceptically, would often say to him:


    “To women, Foma, you’ll be sweeter than honey, but as yet not much common sense can be seen in you.”


    Ignat would heave a sigh at these words.


    “You had better start out your son as soon as possible.”


    “There’s time yet, wait.”


    “Why wait? He’ll go about the Volga for two or three years and then we’ll have him married. There’s my Lubov.”


    Lubov Mayakina was now studying in the fifth class of some boarding school. Foma often met her on the street at which meeting she always bowed condescendingly, her fair head in a fashionable cap. Foma liked her, but her rosy cheeks, her cheerful brown eyes and crimson lips could not smooth the impression of offence given to him by her condescending bows. She was acquainted with some Gymnasium students, and although Yozhov, his old friend, was among them, Foma felt no inclination to be with them, and their company embarrassed him. It seemed to him that they were all boasting of their learning before him and that they were mocking his ignorance. Gathered together in Lubov’s house they would read some books, and whenever he found them reading or loudly arguing, they became silent at his sight. All this removed them further from him. One day when he was at Mayakin’s, Luba called him to go for a walk in the garden, and there, walking by his side, asked him with a grimace on her face:


    “Why are you so unsociable? You never talk about anything.”


    “What shall I talk about, since I know nothing!” said Foma, plainly.


    “Study — read books.”


    “I don’t feel like doing it.”


    “You see, the Gymnasium students know everything, and know how to talk about everything. Take Yozhov, for instance.”


    “I know Yozhov — a chatterbox.”


    “You simply envy him. He is very clever — yes. He will soon graduate from the Gymnasium — and then he’ll go to Moscow to study in the University.”


    “Well, what of it?” said Foma, indifferently.


    “And you’ll remain just an ignorant man.”


    “Well, be it so.”


    “That will be nice!” exclaimed Luba, ironically.


    “I shall hold my ground without science,” said Foma, sarcastically. “And I’ll have a laugh at all the learned people. Let the hungry study. I don’t need it.”


    “Pshaw, how stupid you are, bad, disgusting!” said the girl with contempt and went away, leaving him alone in the garden. Offended and gloomy, he looked after her, moved his eyebrows and lowering his head, slowly walked off into the depth of the garden.


    He already began to recognise the beauty of solitude and the sweet poison of contemplation. Oftentimes, during summer evenings, when everything was coloured by the fiery tints of sunset, kindling the imagination, an uneasy longing for something incomprehensible penetrated his breast. Sitting somewhere in a dark corner of the garden or lying in bed, he conjured up before him the images of the fairy-tale princesses — they appeared with the face of Luba and of other young ladies of his acquaintance, noiselessly floating before him in the twilight and staring into his eyes with enigmatic looks. At times these visions awakened in him a mighty energy, as though intoxicating him — he would rise and, straightening his shoulders, inhale the perfumed air with a full chest; but sometimes these same visions brought to him a feeling of sadness — he felt like crying, but ashamed of shedding tears, he restrained himself and never wept in silence. Or suddenly his heart began to tremble with the desire to express his gratitude to God, to bow before Him; the words of the prayer flashed through his memory, and beholding the sky, he whispered them for a long time, one by one, and his heart grew lighter, breathing into prayer the excess of his power.


    The father patiently and carefully introduced him into commercial circles, took him on the Exchange, told him about his contracts and enterprises, about his co-associates, described to him how they had made their way, what fortunes they now possessed, what natures were theirs. Foma soon mastered it, regarding everything seriously and thoughtfully.


    “Our bud is blooming into a blood-red cup-rose!” Mayakin smiled, winking to Ignat.


    And yet, even when Foma was nineteen years old, there was something childish in him, something naive which distinguished him from the boys of his age. They were laughing at him, considering him stupid; he kept away from them, offended by their relations toward him. As for his father and Mayakin, who were watching him vigilantly, this uncertainty of Foma’s character inspired them with serious apprehensions.


    “I cannot understand him!” Ignat would say with contrite heart. “He does not lead a dissipated life, he does not seem to run after the women, treats me and you with respect, listens to everything — he is more like a pretty girl than a fellow! And yet he does not seem to be stupid!”


    “No, there’s nothing particularly stupid about him,” said Mayakin.


    “It looks as though he were waiting for something — as though some kind of shroud were covering his eyes. His late mother groped on earth in the same way.


    “Just look, there’s Afrikanka Smolin, but two years older than my boy — what a man he has become! That is, it is difficult to tell whether he is his father’s head or his father his. He wants to go to some factory to study. He swears:


    “‘Eh,’ says he, ‘papa, you have not taught me enough.’ Yes. While mine does not express himself at all. Oh Lord!”


    “Look here,” Mayakin advised him, “you had better push him head foremost into some active business! I assure you! Gold is tested in fire. We’ll see what his inclinations are when at liberty. Send him out on the Kama — alone.”


    “To give him a trial?”


    “Well, he’ll do some mischief — you’ll lose something — but then we’ll know what stuff he is made of.”


    “Indeed — I’ll send him off,” Ignat decided.


    And thus in the spring, Ignat sent his son off on the Kama with two barges laden with corn. The barges were led by Gordyeeff’s steamer “Philezhny,” under the command of Foma’s old acquaintance, the former sailor Yefim — now, Yefim Ilyich, a squarely built man of about thirty with lynx-like eyes — a sober-minded, steady and very strict captain.


    They sailed fast and cheerfully, because all were contented. At first Foma was proud of the responsible commission with which he had been charged. Yefim was pleased with the presence of the young master, who did not rebuke or abuse him for each and every oversight; and the happy frame of mind of the two most important persons on the steamer reflected in straight rays on the entire crew. Having left the place where they had taken in their cargo of corn in April, the steamer reached the place of its destination in the beginning of May, and the barges were anchored near the shore with the steamer at their side. Foma’s duty was to deliver the corn as soon as possible, and receiving the payments, start off for Perm, where a cargo of iron was awaiting him, which Ignat had undertaken to deliver at the market.


    The barges stood opposite a large village, near a pine forest, about two versts distant from the shore. On the very next day after their arrival, a big and noisy crowd of women and peasants, on foot and on horses, came up to the shore early in the morning. Shouting and singing, they scattered on the decks and in an instant work started expeditiously. Having descended into the holds, the women were filling the sacks with rye, the peasants, throwing the sacks upon their shoulders, ran over the gang-planks to the shore, and from the shore, carts, heavily laden with the long-expected corn, went off slowly to the village. The women sang songs; the peasants jested and gaily abused one another; the sailors representing the guardians of peace, scolded the working people now and then; the gang-planks, bending under the feet of the carriers, splashed against the water heavily; while on the shore the horses neighed, and the carts and the sand under the wheels were creaking.


    The sun had just risen, the air was fresh and invigorating and densely filled with the odour of pines; the calm water of the river, reflecting the clear sky, was gently murmuring, breaking against the sides of the vessels and the chains of the anchors. The loud and cheerful noise of toil, the youthful beauty of nature, gaily illumined by the sunbeams — all was full of a kind-hearted, somewhat crude, sound power, which pleasantly stirred Foma’s soul, awakening in him new and perplexed sensations and desires. He was sitting by the table under the awning of the steamer and drinking tea, together with Yefim and the receiver of the corn, a provincial clerk — a redheaded, short-sighted gentleman in glasses. Nervously shrugging his shoulders the receiver was telling in a hoarse voice how the peasants were starving, but Foma paid little attention to his words, looking now at the work below, now at the other side of the river — a tall, yellow, sandy steep shore, whose edges were covered with pine trees. It was unpeopled and quiet.


    “I’ll have to go over there,” thought Foma. And as though from a distance the receiver’s tiresome, unpleasant, harsh voice fell on his ears:


    “You wouldn’t believe it — at last it became horrible! Such an incident took place! A peasant came up to a certain intelligent man in Osa and brought along with him a girl about sixteen years old.


    “‘What do you wish?”


    “‘Here,’ he says, ‘I’ve brought my daughter to your Honour.’


    “‘What for?’


    “‘Perhaps,’ he says, ‘you’ll take her — you are a bachelor.’


    “‘That is, how? What do you mean?’


    “‘I took her around town,’ he says. ‘I wanted to hire her out as a servant — but nobody would have her — take her at least as your mistress!’


    “Do you understand? He offered his own daughter — just think of it! A daughter — as a mistress! The devil knows what that is! Eh? The man, of course, became indignant and began abusing the peasant. But the peasant spoke to him reasonably:


    “‘Your Honour! Of what use is she to me at this time? Utterly useless. I have,’ says he, ‘three boys — they will be working men; it is necessary to keep them up. Give me,’ says he, ‘ten roubles for the girl, and that will improve my lot and that of my boys.’


    “How is that? Eh? It is simply terrible, I tell you.”


    “No good!” sighed Yefim. “As they say — hunger will break through stone walls. The stomach, you see, has its own laws.”


    This story called forth in Foma a great incomprehensible interest in the fate of the girl, and the youth hastened to enquire of the receiver:


    “Well, did the man buy her?”


    “Of course not!” exclaimed the receiver, reproachfully.


    “Well, and what became of her?”


    “Some good people took pity on her — and provided for her.”


    “A-h!” drawled Foma, and suddenly he said firmly and angrily: “I would have given that peasant such a thrashing! I would have broken his head!” And he showed the receiver his big tightly-clenched fist.


    “Eh! What for?” cried the receiver in a sickly, loud voice, tearing his spectacles from his eyes. “You do not understand the motive.”


    “I do understand it!” said Foma, with an obstinate shake of his head.


    “But what could he do? It came to his mind.”


    “How can one allow himself to sell a human being?”


    “Ah! It is brutal, I agree with you.”


    “And a girl at that! I would have given him the ten roubles!”


    The receiver waved his hand hopelessly and became silent. His gesture confused Foma. He arose from his seat, walked off to the railing and looked down at the deck of the barge, which was covered with an industriously working crowd of people. The noise intoxicated him, and the uneasy something, which was rambling in his soul, was now defined into a powerful desire to work, to have the strength of a giant, to possess enormous shoulders and put on them at one time a hundred bags of rye, that every one looking at him might be astonished.


    “Come now, hurry up there!” he shouted down in a ringing voice. A few heads were raised to him, some faces appeared before him, and one of them — the face of a dark-eyed woman — smiled at him a gentle and enticing smile. Something flared up in his breast at this smile and began to spread over his veins in a hot wave. He drew back from the railing and walked up to the table again, feeling that his cheeks were burning.


    “Listen!” said the receiver, addressing him, “wire to your father asking him to allow some grain for waste! Just see how much is lost here. And here every pound is precious! You should have understood this! What a fine father you have,” he concluded with a biting grimace.


    “How much shall I allow?” asked Foma, boldly and disdainfully. “Do you want a hundred puds? [A pud is a weight of 40 Russian pounds.] Two hundred?”


    “I — I thank you!” exclaimed the receiver, overjoyed and confused, “if you have the right to do it.”


    “I am the master!” said Foma, firmly. “And you must not speak that way about my father — nor make such faces.”


    “Pardon me! I — I do not doubt that you have full power. I thank you heartily. And your father, too — in behalf of all these men — in behalf of the people!”


    Yefim looked cautiously at the young master, spreading out and smacking his lips, while the master with an air of pride on his face listened to the quick-witted speech of the receiver, who was pressing his hand firmly.


    “Two hundred puds! That is Russian-like, young man! I shall directly notify the peasants of your gift. You’ll see how grateful they will be — how glad.” And he shouted down:


    “Eh, boys! The master is giving away two hundred puds.”


    “Three hundred!” interposed Foma.


    “Three hundred puds. Oh! Thank you! Three hundred puds of grain, boys!”


    But their response was weak. The peasants lifted up their heads and mutely lowered them again, resuming their work. A few voices said irresolutely and as though unwillingly:


    “Thanks. May God give you. We thank you very humbly.”


    And some cried out gaily and disdainfully:


    “What’s the use of that? If they had given each of us a glass of vodka instead — that would be a just favour. For the grain is not for us — but for the country Council.”


    “Eh! They do not understand!” exclaimed the receiver, confused. “I’ll go down and explain it to them.”


    And he disappeared. But the peasants’ regard for his gift did not interest Foma. He saw that the black eyes of the rosy-cheeked woman were looking at him so strangely and pleasingly. They seemed to thank him and caressingly beckoned him, and besides those eyes he saw nothing. The woman was dressed like the city women. She wore shoes, a calico waist, and over her black hair she had a peculiar kerchief. Tall and supple, seated on a pile of wood, she repaired sacks, quickly moving her hands, which were bare up to the elbows, and she smiled at Foma all the time.


    “Foma Ignatyich!” he heard Yefim’s reproachful voice, “you’ve showed off too much. Well, if it were only about fifty puds! But why so much? Look out that we don’t get a good scolding for this.”


    “Leave me alone!” said Foma, shortly.


    “What is it to me? I’ll keep quiet. But as you are so young, and as I was told to keep an eye on you, I may get a rap on the snout for being heedless.”


    “I’ll tell my father all about it. Keep quiet!” said Foma.


    “As for me — let it be so — so that you are master here.”


    “Very well.”


    “I have said this, Foma Ignatyich, for your own sake — because you are so young and simple-minded.”


    “Leave me alone, Yefim!”


    Yefim heaved a sigh and became silent, while Foma stared at the woman and thought:


    “I wish they would bring such a woman for sale to me.”


    His heart beat rapidly. Though as yet physically pure, he already knew from conversations the mysteries of intimate relations between men and women. He knew by rude and shameful names, and these names kindled in him an unpleasant, burning curiosity and shame; his imagination worked obstinately, for he could not picture it to himself in intelligible images. And in his soul he did not believe that those relations were really so simple and rude, as he had been told. When they had laughed at him and assured him that they were such, and, indeed, could not be otherwise, he smiled stupidly and confusedly, but thought nevertheless that the relations with women did not have to be in such a shameful form for everyone, and that, in all probability, there was something purer, less rude and abusive to a human being.


    Now looking at the dark-eyed working woman with admiration, Foma distinctly felt just that rude inclination toward her, and he was ashamed and afraid of something. And Yefim, standing beside him, said admonitively:


    “There you are staring at the woman, so that I cannot keep silence any longer. You do not know her, but when she winks at you, you may, because of your youth — and with a nature like yours — you may do such a thing that we’ll have to go home on foot by the shore. And we’ll have to thank God if our trousers at least remain with us.”


    “What do you want?” asked Foma, red with confusion.


    “I want nothing. And you had better mind me. In regard to affairs with women I may perfectly well be a teacher. You must deal with a woman very plainly — give her a bottle of vodka, something to eat after it, then a couple of bottles of beer and after everything give her twenty kopecks in cash. For this price she will show you all her love in the best way possible.”


    “You are lying,” said Foma, softly.


    “I am lying? Why shall I lie to you since I have observed that same policy perhaps a hundred times? Just charge me to have dealings with her. Eh? I’ll make you acquainted with her in a moment.”


    “Very well,” said Foma, feeling that he could hardly breathe and that something was choking his throat.


    “Well, then, I’ll bring her up in the evening.”


    And Yefim smiled approvingly into Foma’s face and walked off. Until evening Foma walked about as though lost in mist, not noticing the respectful and beseeching glances with which the peasants greeted him at the receiver’s instigation. Dread fell on him, he felt himself guilty before somebody, and to all those that addressed him he replied humbly and gently, as though excusing himself for something. Some of the working people went home toward evening, others gathered on the shore near a big, bright bonfire and began cooking their supper. Fragments of their conversation floated about in the stillness of the evening. The reflection of the fire fell on the river in red and yellow stripes, which trembled on the calm water and on the window panes of the cabin where Foma was sitting. He sat in the corner on a lounge, which was covered with oilcloth — and waited. On the table before him were a few bottles of vodka and beer, and plates with bread and dessert. He covered the windows and did not light the lamp; the faint light from the bonfire, penetrating through the curtains, fell on the table, on the bottles and on the wall, and trembled, now growing brighter, now fainter. It was quiet on the steamer and on the barges, only from the shore came indistinct sounds of conversation, and the river was splashing, scarcely audible, against the sides of the steamer. It seemed to Foma that somebody was hiding in the dark near by, listening to him and spying upon him. Now somebody is walking over the gang-plank of the barges with quick and heavy steps — the gang-plank strikes against the water clangously and angrily. Foma hears the muffled laughter of the captain and his lowered voice. Yefim stands by the cabin door and speaks softly, but somewhat reprimandingly, as though instructing. Foma suddenly felt like crying out:


    “It is not necessary!”


    And he arose from the lounge — but at this moment the cabin door was opened, the tall form of a woman appeared on the threshold, and, noiselessly closing the door behind her, she said in a low voice:


    “Oh dear! How dark it is! Is there a living soul somewhere around here?”


    “Yes,” answered Foma, softly.


    “Well, then, good evening.”


    And the woman moved forward carefully.


    “I’ll light the lamp,” said Foma in a broken voice, and, sinking on the lounge, he curled himself up in the corner.


    “It is good enough this way. When you get used to it you can see everything in the dark as well.”


    “Be seated,” said Foma.


    “I will.”


    She sat down on the lounge about two steps away from him. Foma saw the glitter of her eyes, he saw a smile on her full lips. It seemed to him that this smile of hers was not at all like that other smile before — this smile seemed plaintive, sad. This smile encouraged him; he breathed with less difficulty at the sight of these eyes, which, on meeting his own, suddenly glanced down on the floor. But he did not know what to say to this woman and for about two minutes both were silent. It was a heavy, awkward silence. She began to speak:


    “You must be feeling lonesome here all alone?”


    “Yes,” answered Foma.


    “And do you like our place here?” asked the woman in a low voice.


    “It is nice. There are many woods here.”


    And again they became silent.


    “The river, if you like, is more beautiful than the Volga,” uttered Foma, with an effort.


    “I was on the Volga.”


    “Where?”


    “In the city of Simbirsk.”


    “Simbirsk?” repeated Foma like an echo, feeling that he was again unable to say a word.


    But she evidently understood with whom she had to deal, and she suddenly asked him in a bold whisper:


    “Why don’t you treat me to something?”


    “Here!” Foma gave a start. “Indeed, how queer I am? Well, then, come up to the table.”


    He bustled about in the dark, pushed the table, took up one bottle, then another, and again returned them to their place, laughing guiltily and confusedly as he did so. She came up close to him and stood by his side, and, smiling, looked at his face and at his trembling hands.


    “Are you bashful?” she suddenly whispered.


    He felt her breath on his cheek and replied just as softly:


    “Yes.”


    Then she placed her hands on his shoulders and quietly drew him to her breast, saying in a soothing whisper:


    “Never mind, don’t be bashful, my young, handsome darling. How I pity you!”


    And he felt like crying because of her whisper, his heart was melting in sweet fatigue; pressing his head close to her breast, he clasped her with his hands, mumbling to her some inarticulate words, which were unknown to himself.


    “Be gone!” said Foma in a heavy voice, staring at the wall with his eyes wide open.


    Having kissed him on the cheek she walked out of the cabin, saying to him:


    “Well, good-bye.”


    Foma felt intolerably ashamed in her presence; but no sooner did she disappear behind the door than he jumped up and seated himself on the lounge. Then he arose, staggering, and at once he was seized with the feeling of having lost something very valuable, something whose presence he did not seem to have noticed in himself until the moment it was lost. But immediately a new, manly feeling of self-pride took possession of him. It drowned his shame, and, instead of the shame, pity for the woman sprang up within him — for the half-clad woman, who went out alone into the dark of the chilly May night. He hastily came out on the deck — it was a starlit, but moonless night; the coolness and the darkness embraced him. On the shore the golden-red pile of coals was still glimmering. Foma listened — an oppressive stillness filled the air, only the water was murmuring, breaking against the anchor chains. There was not a sound of footsteps to be heard. Foma now longed to call the woman, but he did not know her name. Eagerly inhaling the fresh air into his broad chest, he stood on deck for a few minutes. Suddenly, from beyond the roundhouse — from the prow — a moan reached his ears — a deep, loud moan, resembling a wail. He shuddered and went thither carefully, understanding that she was there.


    She sat on the deck close to the side of the steamer, and, leaning her head against a heap of ropes, she wept. Foma saw that her bare white shoulders were trembling, he heard her pitiful moans, and began to feel depressed. Bending over her, he asked her timidly:


    “What is it?”


    She nodded her head and said nothing in reply.


    “Have I offended you?”


    “Go away,” she said.


    “But, how?” said Foma, alarmed and confused, touching her head with his hand. “Don’t be angry. You came of your own free will.”


    “I am not angry!” she replied in a loud whisper. “Why should I be angry at you? You are not a seducer. You are a pure soul! Eh, my darling! Be seated here by my side.”


    And taking Foma by the hand, she made him sit down, like a child, in her lap, pressed his head close to her breast, and, bending over him, pressed her lips to his for a long time.


    “What are you crying about?” asked Foma, caressing her cheek with one hand, while the other clasped the woman’s neck.


    “I am crying about myself. Why have you sent me away?” she asked plaintively.


    “I began to feel ashamed of myself,” said Foma, lowering his head.


    “My darling! Tell me the truth — haven’t you been pleased with me?” she asked with a smile, but her big, hot tears were still trickling down on Foma’s breast.


    “Why should you speak like this?” exclaimed the youth, almost frightened, and hotly began to mumble to her some words about her beauty, about her kindness, telling her how sorry he was for her and how bashful in her presence. And she listened and kept on kissing his cheeks, his neck, his head and his uncovered breast.


    He became silent — then she began to speak — softly and mournfully as though speaking of the dead:


    “And I thought it was something else. When you said, ‘Be gone!’ I got up and went away. And your words made me feel sad, very sad. There was a time, I remembered, when they caressed me and fondled me unceasingly, without growing tired; for a single kind smile they used to do for me anything I pleased. I recalled all this and began to cry! I felt sorry for my youth, for I am now thirty years old, the last days for a woman! Eh, Foma Ignatyevich!” she exclaimed, lifting her voice louder, and reiterating the rhythm of her harmonious speech, whose accents rose and fell in unison with the melodious murmuring of the water.


    “Listen to me — preserve your youth! There is nothing in the world better than that. There is nothing more precious than youth. With youth, as with gold, you can accomplish anything you please. Live so that you shall have in old age something to remind you of your youth. Here I recalled myself, and though I cried, yet my heart blazed up at the very recollection of my past life. And again I was young, as though I drank of the water of life! My sweet child I’ll have a good time with you, if I please you, we’ll enjoy ourselves as much as we can. Eh! I’ll burn to ashes, now that I have blazed up!”


    And pressing the youth close to herself, she greedily began to kiss him on the lips.


    “Lo-o-ok o-u-u-u-t!” the watch on the barge wailed mournfully, and, cutting short the last syllable, began to strike his mallet against the cast-iron board.


    The shrill, trembling sounds harshly broke the solemn quiet of the night.


    A few days later, when the barges had discharged their cargo and the steamer was ready to leave for Perm, Yefim noticed, to his great sorrow, that a cart came up to the shore and that the dark-eyed Pelageya, with a trunk and with some bundles, was in it.


    “Send a sailor to bring her things,” ordered Foma, nodding his head toward the shore.


    With a reproachful shake of his head, Yefim carried out the order angrily, and then asked in a lowered voice:


    “So she, too, is coming with us?”


    “She is going with me,” Foma announced shortly.


    “It is understood. Not with all of us. Oh, Lord!”


    “Why are you sighing?”


    “Yes. Foma Ignatyich! We are going to a big city. Are there not plenty of women of her kind?”


    “Well, keep quiet!” said Foma, sternly.


    “I will keep quiet, but this isn’t right!”


    “What?”


    “This very wantonness of ours. Our steamer is perfect, clean — and suddenly there is a woman there! And if it were at least the right sort of a woman! But as it is, she merely bears the name of woman.”


    Foma frowned insinuatingly and addressed the captain, imperiously emphasizing his words:


    “Yefim, I want you to bear it in mind, and to tell it to everybody here, that if anyone will utter an obscene word about her, I’ll strike him on the head with a log of wood!”


    “How terrible!” said Yefim, incredulously, looking into the master’s face with curiosity. But he immediately made a step backward. Ignat’s son, like a wolf, showed his teeth, the apples of his eyes became wider, and he roared:


    “Laugh! I’ll show you how to laugh!”


    Though Yefim lost courage, he nevertheless said with dignity:


    “Although you, Foma Ignatyich, are the master, yet as I was told, ‘Watch, Yefim,’ and then I am the captain here.”


    “The captain?” cried Foma, shuddering in every limb and turning pale. “And who am I?”


    “Well, don’t bawl! On account of such a trifle as a woman.”


    Red spots came out on Foma’s pale face, he shifted from one foot to the other, thrust his hands into the pockets of his jacket with a convulsive motion and said in a firm and even voice:


    “You! Captain! See here, say another word against me — and you go to the devil! I’ll put you ashore! I’ll get along as well with the pilot! Understand? You cannot command me. Do you see?”


    Yefim was dumfounded. He looked at his master and comically winked his eyes, finding no reply to his words.


    “Do you understand, I say?”


    “Yes. I understand!” drawled Yefim. “But what is all this noise about? On account of—”


    “Silence!”


    Foma’s eyes, which flashed wildly, and his face distorted with wrath, suggested to the captain the happy thought to leave his master as soon as possible and, turning around quickly, he walked off.


    “Pshaw! How terrible! As it seems the apple did not fall too far from the tree,” he muttered sneeringly, walking on the deck. He was angry at Foma, and considered himself offended for nothing, but at the same time he began to feel over himself the real, firm hand of a master. For years accustomed to being subordinate, he rather liked this manifestation of power over him, and, entering the cabin of the old pilot, he related to him the scene between himself and his master, with a shade of satisfaction in his voice.


    “See?” he concluded his story. “A pup coming from a good breed is an excellent dog at the very first chase. From his exterior he is so-so. A man of rather heavy mind as yet. Well, never mind, let him have his fun. It seems now as though nothing wrong will come out of this. With a character like his, no. How he bawled at me! A regular trumpet, I tell you! And he appointed himself master at once. As though he had sipped power and strictness out of a ladle.”


    Yefim spoke the truth: during these few days Foma underwent a striking transformation. The passion now kindled in him made him master of the soul and body of a woman; he eagerly absorbed the fiery sweetness of this power, and this burned out all that was awkward in him, all that gave him the appearance of a somewhat stupid, gloomy fellow, and, destroying it, filled his heart with youthful pride, with the consciousness of his human personality. Love for a woman is always fruitful to the man, be the love whatever it may; even though it were to cause but sufferings there is always much that is rich in it. Working as a powerful poison on those whose souls are afflicted, it is for the healthy man as fire for iron, which is to be transformed into steel.


    Foma’s passion for the thirty-year-old woman, who lamented in his embraces her dead youth, did not tear him away from his affairs; he was never lost in the caresses, or in his affairs, bringing into both his whole self. The woman, like good wine, provoked in him alike a thirst for labour and for love, and she, too, became younger from the kisses of the youth.


    In Perm, Foma found a letter waiting for him. It was from his godfather, who notified him that Ignat, out of anxiety for his son, had begun to drink heavily, and that it was harmful to drink thus, for a man of his age. The letter concluded with advice to hurry up matters in order to return home the sooner. Foma felt alarmed over this advice, and it clouded the clear holiday of his heart. But this shadow soon melted in his worries over his affairs, and in the caresses of Pelageya. His life streamed on with the swiftness of a river wave, and each day brought to him new sensations, awakening in him new thoughts. Pelageya’s relations with him contained all the passion of a mistress, all that power of feeling which women of her age put into their passion when drinking the last drops from the cup of life. But at times a different feeling awoke in her, a feeling not less powerful, and by which Foma became still more attached to her — something similar to a mother’s yearning to guard her beloved son from errors, to teach him the wisdom of life. Oftentimes at night, sitting in his embraces on the deck, she spoke to him tenderly and sadly:


    “Mind me as an older sister of yours. I have lived, I know men. I have seen a great deal in my life! Choose your companions with care, for there are people just as contagious as a disease. At first you cannot tell them even when you see them; he looks to be a man like everybody else, and, suddenly, without being aware of it yourself, you will start to imitate him in life. You look around — and you find that you have contracted his scabs. I myself have lost everything on account of a friend. I had a husband and two children. We lived well. My husband was a clerk at a volost.” She became silent and looked for a long time at the water, which was stirred by the vessel. Then she heaved a sigh and spoke to him again:


    “May the Holy Virgin guard you from women of my kind — be careful. You are tender as yet, your heart has not become properly hardened. And women are fond of such as you — strong, handsome, rich. And most of all beware of the quiet women. They stick to a man like blood-suckers, and suck and suck. And at the same time they are always so kind, so gentle. They will keep on sucking your juice, but will preserve themselves. They’ll only break your heart in vain. You had better have dealings with those that are bold, like myself. These live not for the sake of gain.”


    And she was indeed disinterested. In Perm Foma purchased for her different new things and what-not. She was delighted, but later, having examined them, she said sadly:


    “Don’t squander your money too freely. See that your father does not get angry. I love you anyway, without all this.”


    She had already told him that she would go with him only as far as Kazan, where she had a married sister. Foma could not believe that she would leave him, and when, on the eve of their arrival at Kazan, she repeated her words, he became gloomy and began to implore her not to forsake him.


    “Do not feel sorry in advance,” she said. “We have a whole night before us. You will have time to feel sorry when I bid you good-bye, if you will feel sorry at all.”


    But he still tried to persuade her not to forsake him, and, finally — which was to be expected — announced his desire to marry her.


    “So, so!” and she began to laugh. “Shall I marry you while my husband is still alive? My darling, my queer fellow! You have a desire to marry, eh? But do they marry such women as I am? You will have many, many mistresses. Marry then, when you have overflowed, when you have had your fill of all sweets and feel like having rye bread. Then you may marry! I have noticed that a healthy man, for his own peace, must not marry early. One woman will not be enough to satisfy him, and he’ll go to other women. And for your own happiness, you should take a wife only when you know that she alone will suffice for you.”


    But the more she spoke, the more persistent Foma became in his desire not to part with her.


    “Just listen to what I’ll tell you,” said the woman, calmly. “A splinter of wood is burning in your hand, and you can see well even without its light — you had better dip it into water, so that there will be no smell of smoke and your hand will not be burned.”


    “I do not understand your words.”


    “Do understand. You have done me no wrong, and I do not wish to do you any. And, therefore, I am going away.”


    It is hard to say what might have been the result of this dispute if an accident had not interfered with it. In Kazan Foma received a telegram from Mayakin, who wrote to his godson briefly: “Come immediately on the passenger steamer.” Foma’s heart contracted nervously, and a few hours later, gloomy and pale, his teeth set together, he stood on the deck of the steamer, which was leaving the harbour, and clinging to the rail with his hands, he stared motionlessly into the face of his love, who was floating far away from him together with the harbour and the shore. Pelageya waved her handkerchief and smiled, but he knew that she was crying, shedding many painful tears. From her tears the entire front of Foma’s shirt was wet, and from her tears, his heart, full of gloomy alarm, was sad and cold. The figure of the woman was growing smaller and smaller, as though melting away, and Foma, without lifting his eyes, stared at her and felt that aside from fear for his father and sorrow for the woman, some new, powerful and caustic sensation was awakening in his soul. He could not name it, but it seemed to him as something like a grudge against someone.


    The crowd in the harbour blended into a close, dark and dead spot, faceless, formless, motionless. Foma went away from the rail and began to pace the deck gloomily.


    The passengers, conversing aloud, seated themselves to drink tea; the porters bustled about on the gallery, setting the tables; somewhere below, on the stern, in the third class, a child was crying, a harmonica was wailing, the cook was chopping something with knives, the dishes were jarring — producing a rather harsh noise. Cutting the waves and making foam, shuddering under the strain and sighing heavily, the enormous steamer moved rapidly against the current. Foma looked at the wide strip of broken, struggling, and enraged waves at the stern of the steamer, and began to feel a wild desire to break or tear something; also to go, breast foremost, against the current and to mass its pressure against himself, against his breast and his shoulders.


    “Fate!” said someone beside him in a hoarse and weary voice.


    This word was familiar to him: his Aunt Anfisa had often used it as an answer to his questions, and he had invested in this brief word a conception of a power, similar to the power of God. He glanced at the speakers: one of them was a gray little old man, with a kind face; the other was younger, with big, weary eyes and with a little black wedge-shaped beard. His big gristly nose and his yellow, sunken cheeks reminded Foma of his godfather.


    “Fate!” The old man repeated the exclamation of his interlocutor with confidence, and began to smile. “Fate in life is like a fisherman on the river: it throws a baited hook toward us into the tumult of our life and we dart at it with greedy mouths. Then fate pulls up the rod — and the man is struggling, flopping on the ground, and then you see his heart is broken. That’s how it is, my dear man.”


    Foma closed his eyes, as if a ray of the sun had fallen full on them, and shaking his head, he said aloud:


    “True! That is true!”


    The companions looked at him fixedly: the old man, with a fine, wise smile; the large-eyed man, unfriendly, askance. This confused Foma; he blushed and walked away, thinking of Fate and wondering why it had first treated him kindly by giving him a woman, and then took back the gift from him, so simply and abusively? And he now understood that the vague, caustic feeling which he carried within him was a grudge against Fate for thus sporting with him. He had been too much spoiled by life, to regard more plainly the first drop of poison from the cup which was just started, and he passed all the time of the journey without sleep, pondering over the old man’s words and fondling his grudge. This grudge, however, did not awaken in him despondency and sorrow, but rather a feeling of anger and revenge.


    Foma was met by his godfather, and to his hasty and agitated question, Mayakin, his greenish little eyes flashing excitedly, said when he seated himself in the carriage beside his godson:


    “Your father has grown childish.”


    “Drinking?”


    “Worse — he has lost his mind completely.”


    “Really? Oh Lord! Tell me.”


    “Don’t you understand? A certain lady is always around him.”


    “What about her?” exclaimed Foma, recalling his Pelageya, and for some reason or other his heart was filled with joy.


    “She sticks to him and — bleeds him.”


    “Is she a quiet one?”


    “She? Quiet as a fire. Seventy-five thousand roubles she blew out of his pocket like a feather!”


    “Oh! Who is she?”


    “Sonka Medinskaya, the architect’s wife.”


    “Great God! Is it possible that she — Did my father — Is it possible that he took her as his sweetheart?” asked Foma, with astonishment, in a low voice.


    His godfather drew back from him, and comically opening his eyes wide, said convincedly:


    “You are out of your mind, too! By God, you’re out of your mind! Come to your senses! A sweetheart at the age of sixty-three! And at such a price as this. What are you talking about? Well, I’ll tell this to Ignat.”


    And Mayakin filled the air with a jarring, hasty laughter, at which his goat-like beard began to tremble in an uncomely manner. It took Foma a long time to obtain a categorical answer; the old man, contrary to his habit, was restless and irritated; his speech, usually fluent, was now interrupted; he was swearing and expectorating as he spoke, and it was with difficulty that Foma learned what the matter was. Sophya Pavlovna Medinskaya, the wealthy architect’s wife, who was well known in the city for her tireless efforts in the line of arranging various charitable projects, persuaded Ignat to endow seventy-five thousand roubles for the erection of a lodging-house in the city and of a public library with a reading-room. Ignat had given the money, and already the newspapers lauded him for his generosity. Foma had seen the woman more than once on the streets; she was short; he knew that she was considered as one of the most beautiful women in the city, and that bad rumours were afoot as to her behaviour.


    “Is that all?” exclaimed Foma, when his godfather concluded the story. “And I thought God knows what!”


    “You? You thought?” cried Mayakin, suddenly grown angry. “You thought nothing, you beardless youngster!”


    “Why do you abuse me?” Foma said.


    “Tell me, in your opinion, is seventy-five thousand roubles a big sum or not?”


    “Yes, a big sum,” said Foma, after a moment’s thought.


    “Ah, ha!”


    “But my father has much money. Why do you make such a fuss about it?”


    Yakov Tarasovich was taken aback. He looked into the youth’s face with contempt and asked him in a faint voice:


    “And you speak like this?”


    “I? Who then?”


    “You lie! It is your young foolishness that speaks. Yes! And my old foolishness — brought to test a million times by life — says that you are a young dog as yet, and it is too early for you to bark in a basso.”


    Foma hearing this, had often been quite provoked by his godfather’s too picturesque language.


    Mayakin always spoke to him more roughly than his father, but now the youth felt very much offended by the old man and said to him reservedly, but firmly:


    “You had better not abuse me without reflection, for I am no longer a small child.”


    “Come, come!” exclaimed Mayakin, mockingly lifting his eyebrows and squinting.


    This roused Foma’s indignation. He looked full into the old man’s eyes and articulated with emphasis:


    “And I am telling you that I don’t want to hear any more of that undeserved abuse of yours. Enough!”


    “Mm! So-o! Pardon me.”


    Yakov Tarasovich closed his eyes, chewed a little with his lips, and, turning aside from his godson, kept silent for awhile. The carriage turned into a narrow street, and, noticing from afar the roof of his house, Foma involuntarily moved forward. At the same time Mayakin asked him with a roguish and gentle smile:


    “Foma! Tell me — on whom you have sharpened your teeth? Eh?”


    “Why, are they sharp?” asked Foma, pleased with the manner in which Mayakin now regarded him.


    “Pretty good. That’s good, dear. That’s very good! Your father and I were afraid lest you should be a laggard. Well, have you learned to drink vodka?”


    “I drank it.”


    “Rather too soon! Did you drink much of it?”


    “Why much?”


    “Does it taste good?”


    “Not very.”


    “So. Never mind, all this is not so bad. Only you are too outspoken. You are ready to confess all your sins to each and every pope that comes along. You must consider it isn’t always necessary to do that. Sometimes by keeping silent you both please people and commit no sins. Yes. A man’s tongue is very seldom sober. Here we are. See, your father does not know that you have arrived. Is he home yet, I wonder?”


    He was at home: his loud, somewhat hoarse laughter was heard from the open windows of the rooms. The noise of the carriage, which stopped at the house, caused Ignat to look out of the window, and at the sight of his son he cried out with joy:


    “Ah! You’ve come.”


    After a while he pressed Foma to his breast with one hand, and, pressing the palm of his other hand against his son’s forehead, thus bending his head back, he looked into his face with beaming eyes and spoke contentedly:


    “You are sunburnt. You’ve grown strong. You’re a fine fellow! Madame! How’s my son? Isn’t he fine?”


    “Not bad looking,” a gentle, silver voice was heard. Foma glanced from behind his father’s shoulder and noticed that a slender woman with magnificent fair hair was sitting in the front corner of the room, resting her elbows on the table; her dark eyes, her thin eyebrows and plump, red lips strikingly defined on her pale face. Behind her armchair stood a large philodendron-plant whose big, figured leaves were hanging down in the air over her little golden head.


    “How do you do, Sophya Pavlovna,” said Mayakin, tenderly, approaching her with his hand outstretched. “What, are you still collecting contributions from poor people like us?”


    Foma bowed to her mutely, not hearing her answer to Mayakin, nor what his father was saying to him. The lady stared at him steadfastly and smiled to him affably and serenely. Her childlike figure, clothed in some kind of dark fabric, was almost blended with the crimson stuff of the armchair, while her wavy, golden hair and her pale face shone against the dark background. Sitting there in the corner, beneath the green leaves, she looked at once like a flower, and like an ikon.


    “See, Sophya Pavlovna, how he is staring at you. An eagle, eh?” said Ignat.


    Her eyes became narrower, a faint blush leaped to her cheeks, and she burst into laughter. It sounded like the tinkling of a little silver bell. And she immediately arose, saying:


    “I wouldn’t disturb you. Good-bye!”


    When she went past Foma noiselessly, the scent of perfume came to him, and he noticed that her eyes were dark blue, and her eyebrows almost black.


    “The sly rogue glided away,” said Mayakin in a low voice, angrily looking after her.


    “Well, tell us how was the trip? Have you squandered much money?” roared Ignat, pushing his son into the same armchair where Medinskaya had been sitting awhile before. Foma looked at him askance and seated himself in another chair.


    “Isn’t she a beautiful young woman, eh?” said Mayakin, smiling, feeling Foma with his cunning eyes. “If you keep on gaping at her she will eat away all your insides.”


    Foma shuddered for some reason or other, and, saying nothing in reply, began to tell his father about the journey in a matter-of-fact tone. But Ignat interrupted him:


    “Wait, I’ll ask for some cognac.”


    “And you are keeping on drinking all the time, they say,” said Foma, disapprovingly.


    Ignat glanced at his son with surprise and curiosity, and asked:


    “Is this the way to speak to your father?”


    Foma became confused and lowered his head.


    “That’s it!” said Ignat, kind-heartedly, and ordered cognac to be brought to him.


    Mayakin, winking his eyes, looked at the Gordyeeffs, sighed, bid them good-bye, and, after inviting them to have tea with him in his raspberry garden in the evening, went away.


    “Where is Aunt Anfisa?” asked Foma, feeling that now, being alone with his father, he was somewhat ill at ease.


    “She went to the cloister. Well, tell me, and I will have some cognac.”


    Foma told his father all about his affairs in a few minutes and he concluded his story with a frank confession:


    “I have spent much money on myself.”


    “How much?”


    “About six hundred roubles.”


    “In six weeks! That’s a good deal. I see as a clerk you’re too expensive for me. Where have you squandered it all?”


    “I gave away three hundred puds of grain.”


    “To whom? How?”


    Foma told him all about it.


    “Hm! Well, that’s all right!” Ignat approved. “That’s to show what stuff we are made of. That’s clear enough — for the father’s honour — for the honour of the firm. And there is no loss either, because that gives a good reputation. And that, my dear, is the very best signboard for a business. Well, what else?”


    “And then, I somehow spent more.”


    “Speak frankly. It’s not the money that I am asking you about — I just want to know how you lived there,” insisted Ignat, regarding his son attentively and sternly.


    “I was eating, drinking.” Foma did not give in, bending his head morosely and confusedly.


    “Drinking vodka?”


    “Vodka, too.”


    “Ah! So. Isn’t it rather too soon?”


    “Ask Yefim whether I ever drank enough to be intoxicated.”


    “Why should I ask Yefim? You must tell me everything yourself. So you are drinking? I don’t like it.”


    “But I can get along without drinking.”


    “Come, come! Do you want some cognac?”


    Foma looked at his father and smiled broadly. And his father answered him with a kindly smile:


    “Eh, you. Devil! Drink, but look out — know your business. What can you do? A drunkard will sleep himself sober, a fool — never. Let us understand this much at least, for our own consolation. And did you have a good time with girls, too? Be frank! Are you afraid that I will beat you, or what?”


    “Yes. There was one on the steamer. I had her there from Perm to Kazan.”


    “So,” Ignat sighed heavily and said, frowning: “You’ve become defiled rather too soon.”


    “I am twenty years old. And you yourself told me that in your days fellows married at the age of fifteen,” replied Foma, confused.


    “Then they married. Very well, then, let us drop the subject. Well, you’ve had dealings with a woman. What of it? A woman is like vaccination, you cannot pass your life without her. As for myself, I cannot play the hypocrite. I began to go around with women when I was younger than you are now. But you must be on your guard with them.”


    Ignat became pensive and was silent for a long time, sitting motionless, his head bent low on his breast.


    “Listen, Foma,” he started again, sternly and firmly. “I shall die before long. I am old. Something oppresses my breast. I breathe with difficulty. I’ll die. Then all my affairs will fall on your shoulders. At first your godfather will assist you — mind him! You started quite well; you attended to everything properly; you held the reins firmly in your hands. And though you did squander a big sum of money, it is evident that you did not lose your head. God grant the same in the future. You should know this: business is a living, strong beast; you must manage it ably; you must put a strong bridle on it or it will conquer you. Try to stand above your business. Place yourself so that it will all be under your feet; that each little tack shall be visible to you.”


    Foma looked at his father’s broad chest, heard his heavy voice and thought to himself:


    “Oh, but you won’t die so soon!”


    This thought pleased him and awakened in him a kind, warm feeling for his father.


    “Rely upon your godfather. He has enough common sense in his head to supply the whole town with it. All he lacks is courage, or he would have risen high. Yes, I tell you my days on earth are numbered. Indeed, it is high time to prepare myself for death; to cast everything aside; to fast, and see to it that people bear me good-will.”


    “They will!” said Foma with confidence.


    “If there were but a reason why they should.”


    “And the lodging-house?”


    Ignat looked at his son and began to laugh.


    “Yakov has had time to tell it to you already! The old miser. He must have abused me?”


    “A little.” Foma smiled.


    “Of course! Don’t I know him?”


    “He spoke of it as though it were his own money.”


    Ignat leaned back in his chair and burst into still louder laughter.


    “The old raven, eh? That’s quite true. Whether it be his own money or mine, it is all the same to him. There he is trembling now. He has an aim in view, the bald-headed fellow. Can you tell me what it is?”


    Foma thought awhile and said:


    “I don’t know.”


    “Eh, you’re stupid. He wants to tell our fortunes.”


    “How is that?”


    “Come now, guess!”


    Foma looked at his father and — guessed it. His face became gloomy, he slightly raised himself from the armchair and said resolutely:


    “No, I don’t want to. I shall not marry her!”


    “Oh? Why so? She is a strong girl; she is not foolish; she’s his only child.”


    “And Taras? The lost one? But I — I don’t want to at all!”


    “The lost one is gone, consequently it is not worthwhile speaking of him. There is a will, dear, which says: ‘All my movable and real estates shall go to my daughter, Lubov.’ And as to the fact that she is your godfather’s daughter, we’ll set this right.”


    “It is all the same,” said Foma, firmly. “I shall not marry her!”


    “Well, it is rather early to speak of it now! But why do you dislike her so much?”


    “I do not like such as she is.”


    “So-o! Just think of it! And which women are more to your liking, sir, may I ask?”


    “Those that are more simple. She’s always busy with her Gymnasium students and with her books. She’s become learned. She’ll be laughing at my expense,” said Foma, emotionally.


    “That is quite true. She is too bold. But that is a trifle. All sorts of rust can be removed if you try to do it. That’s a matter for the future. And your godfather is a clever old man. His was a peaceful, sedentary life; sitting in one place he gave a thought to everything. It is worthwhile listening to him, for he can see the wrong side of each and every worldly affair. He is our aristocrat — descending from Mother Yekaterina — ha, ha! He understands a great deal about himself. And as his stem was cut off by Taras, he decided to put you in Taras’s place, do you see?”


    “No, I’d rather select my place myself,” said Foma, stubbornly.


    “You are foolish as yet.” Ignat smiled in reply to his son’s words.


    Their conversation was interrupted by the arrival of Aunt Anfisa.


    “Foma! You’ve come,” she cried out, somewhere behind the doors. Foma rose and went to meet her, with a gentle smile.


    Again his life streamed on slowly, calmly, monotonously. Again the Exchange and his father’s instructions. Retaining a kindly sarcastic and encouraging tone in his relation toward his son, Ignat began to treat him more strictly. He censured him for each and every trifle and constantly reminded him that he brought him up freely; that he was never in his way and that he never beat him.


    “Other fathers beat fellows like yourself with logs of wood. And I never even touched you with a finger.”


    “Evidently I didn’t deserve it,” said Foma one day, calmly.


    Ignat became angry at his son for these words and for the tone.


    “Don’t talk so much!” he roared. “You’ve picked up courage because of the softness of my hand. You find an answer to every word I say. Beware; though my hand was soft, it can nevertheless still squeeze you so that tears will gush forth from your heels. You’ve grown up too soon, like a toad-stool, just sprung up from the ground. You have a bad smell already.”


    “Why are you so angry at me?” asked Foma, perplexed and offended, when his father chanced to be in a happy frame of mind.


    “Because you cannot tolerate it when your father grumbles at you. You’re ready to quarrel immediately.”


    “But it is offensive. I have not grown worse than I was before. Don’t I see how others live at my age?”


    “Your head wouldn’t fall off from my scolding you. And I scold you because I see there is something in you that is not mine. What it is, I do not know, but I see it is there. And that something is harmful to you.”


    These words of Ignat made the son very thoughtful. Foma also felt something strange in himself, something which distinguished him from the youth of his age, but he, too, could not understand what it was. And he looked at himself with suspicion.


    Foma liked to be on the Exchange amid the bustle and talk of the sedate people who were making deals amounting to thousands of roubles; the respect with which the less well-to-do tradesmen greeted and spoke to him — to Foma, the son of the millionaire — flattered him greatly. He felt happy and proud whenever he successfully managed some part of his father’s business, assuming all responsibility on his own shoulders, and received a smile of approval from his father for it. There was in him a great deal of ambition, yearning to appear as a grown-up man of business, but — just as before his trip to Perm — he lived as in solitude; he still felt no longing for friends, although he now came in contact everyday with the merchants’ sons of his age. They had invited him more than once to join them in their sprees, but he rather rudely and disdainfully declined their invitations and even laughed at them.


    “I am afraid. Your fathers may learn of your sprees, and as they’ll give you a drubbing, I might also come in for a share.”


    What he did not like in them was that they were leading a dissipated and depraved life, without their fathers’ knowledge, and that the money they were spending was either stolen from their parents or borrowed on long-termed promissory notes, to be paid with exorbitant interest. They in turn did not like him for this very reserve and aversion, which contained the pride so offensive to them. He was timid about speaking to people older than himself, fearing lest he should appear in their eyes stupid and thick-headed.


    He often recalled Pelageya, and at first he felt melancholy whenever her image flashed before his imagination. But time went on, and little by little rubbed off the bright colours of this woman; and before he was aware of it his thoughts were occupied by the slender, angel-like Medinskaya. She used to come up to Ignat almost every Sunday with various requests, all of which generally had but one aim — to hasten the building of the lodging-asylum. In her presence Foma felt awkward, huge, heavy; this pained him, and he blushed deeply under the endearing look of Sophya Pavlovna’s large eyes. He noticed that every time she looked at him, her eyes would grow darker, while her upper lip would tremble and raise itself slightly, thus displaying very small white teeth. This always frightened him. When his father noticed how steadfastly he was staring at Medinskaya he told him one day:


    “Don’t be staring so much at that face. Look out, she is like a birch ember: from the outside it is just as modest, smooth and dark — altogether cold to all appearances — but take it into your hand and it will burn you.”


    Medinskaya did not kindle in the youth any sensual passion, for there was nothing in her that resembled Pelageya, and altogether she was not at all like other women. He knew that shameful rumours about her were in the air, but he did not believe any of them. But his relations to her were changed when he noticed her one day in a carriage beside a stout man in a gray hat and with long hair falling over his shoulders. His face was like a bladder — red and bloated; he had neither moustache nor beard, and altogether he looked like a woman in disguise. Foma was told that this was her husband. Then dark and contradicting feelings sprang up within him: he felt like insulting the architect, and at the same time he envied and respected him. Medinskaya now seemed to him less beautiful and more accessible; he began to feel sorry for her, and yet he thought malignantly:


    “She must surely feel disgusted when he kisses her.”


    And after all this he sometimes perceived in himself some bottomless and oppressive emptiness, which could not be filled up by anything — neither by the impressions of the day just gone by nor by the recollection of the past; and the Exchange, and his affairs, and his thoughts of Medinskaya — all were swallowed up by this emptiness. It alarmed him: in the dark depth of this emptiness he suspected some hidden existence of a hostile power, as yet formless but already carefully and persistently striving to become incarnate.


    In the meantime Ignat, changing but little outwardly, was growing ever more restless and querulous and was complaining more often of being ill.


    “I lost my sleep. It used to be so sound that even though you had torn off my skin, I would not have felt it. While now I toss about from side to side, and I fall asleep only toward morning. And every now and then I awaken. My heart beats unevenly, now, though tired out; often thus: tuk-tuk-tuk. And sometimes it sinks of a sudden — and it seems as though it would soon tear itself away and fall somewhere into the deep; into the bosom. Oh Lord, have pity upon me through Thy great mercy.” And heaving a penitent sigh, he would lift heavenward his stern eyes, grown dim now, devoid of their bright, sparkling glitter.


    “Death keeps an eye on me somewhere close by,” he said one day morosely, but humbly. And indeed, it soon felled his big, sturdy body to the ground.


    This happened in August, early in the morning. Foma was sound asleep when suddenly he felt somebody shaking him by the shoulder, and a hoarse voice called at his ear:


    “Get up.”


    He opened his eyes and saw that his father was seated in a chair near his bed, monotonously repeating in a dull voice:


    “Get up, get up.”


    The sun had just risen, and its light, falling on Ignat’s white linen shirt, had not yet lost its rosy tints.


    “It’s early,” said Foma, stretching himself.


    “Well, you’ll sleep enough later.”


    Lazily muffling himself in the blanket, Foma asked:


    “Why do you need me?”


    “Get up, dear, will you, please?” exclaimed Ignat, adding, somewhat offended: “It must be necessary, since I am waking you.”


    When Foma looked closely at his father’s face, he noticed that it was gray and weary.


    “Are you ill?”


    “Slightly.”


    “Shall we send for a doctor?”


    “The devil take him!” Ignat waved his hand. “I am not a young man any longer. I know it as well without him.”


    “What?”


    “Oh, I know it!” said the old man, mysteriously, casting a strange glance around the room. Foma was dressing himself, and his father, with lowered head, spoke slowly:


    “I am afraid to breathe. Something tells me that if I should now heave a deep sigh, my heart would burst. Today is Sunday! After the morning mass is over, send for the priest.”


    “What are you talking about, papa?” Foma smiled.


    “Nothing. Wash yourself and go into the garden. I ordered the samovar to be brought there. We’ll drink our tea in the morning coolness. I feel like drinking now hot, strong tea. Be quicker.”


    The old man rose with difficulty from the chair, and, bent and barefooted, left the room in a staggering gait. Foma looked at his father, and a shooting chill of fear made his heart shrink. He washed himself in haste, and hurried out into the garden.


    There, under an old, spreading apple-tree sat Ignat in a big oaken armchair. The light of the sun fell in thin stripes through the branches of the trees upon the white figure of the old man clad in his night-garments. There was such a profound silence in the garden that even the rustle of a branch, accidentally touched by Foma’s clothes, seemed to him like a loud sound and he shuddered. On the table, before his father, stood the samovar, purring like a well-fed tom-cat and exhaling a stream of steam into the air. Amid the silence and the fresh verdure of the garden, which had been washed by abundant rains the day before, this bright spot of the boldly shining, loud brass seemed to Foma as something unnecessary, as something which suited neither the time nor the place — nor the feeling that sprang up within him at the sight of the sickly, bent old man, who was dressed in white, and who sat alone underneath the mute, motionless, dark-green foliage, wherein red apples were modestly peeping.


    “Be seated,” said Ignat.


    “We ought to send for a doctor.” Foma advised him irresolutely, seating himself opposite him.


    “It isn’t necessary. It’s a little better now in the open air. And now I’ll sip some tea and perhaps that will do me more good,” said Ignat, pouring out tea into the glasses, and Foma noticed that the teapot was trembling in his father’s hand.


    “Drink.”


    Silently moving up one glass for himself, Foma bent over it, blowing the foam off the surface of the tea, and with pain in his heart, hearing the loud, heavy breathing of his father. Suddenly something struck against the table with such force that the dishes began to rattle.


    Foma shuddered, threw up his head and met the frightened, almost senseless look of his father’s eyes. Ignat stared at his son and whispered hoarsely:


    “An apple fell down (the devil take it!). It sounded like the firing of a gun.”


    “Won’t you have some cognac in your tea?” Foma suggested.


    “It is good enough without it.”


    They became silent. A flight of finches winged past over the garden, scattering a provokingly cheerful twittering in the air. And again the ripe beauty of the garden was bathed in solemn silence. The fright was still in Ignat’s eyes.


    “Oh Lord, Jesus Christ!” said he in a low voice, making the sign of the cross. “Yes. There it is — the last hour of my life.”


    “Stop, papa!” whispered Foma.


    “Why stop? We’ll have our tea, and then send for the priest, and for Mayakin.”


    “I’d rather send for them now.”


    “They’ll soon toll for the mass — the priest isn’t home — and then there’s no hurry, it may pass soon.”


    And he noisily started to sip the tea out of the saucer.


    “I should live another year or two. You are young, and I am very much afraid for you. Live honestly and firmly; do not covet what belongs to other people, take good care of your own.”


    It was hard for him to speak, he stopped short and rubbed his chest with his hand.


    “Do not rely upon others; expect but little from them. We all live in order to take, not to give. Oh Lord! Have mercy on the sinner!”


    Somewhere in the distance the deep sound of the bell fell on the silence of the morning. Ignat and Foma crossed themselves three times.


    After the first sound of the bell-tone came another, then a third, and soon the air was filled with sounds of the church-bells, coming from all sides — flowing, measured, calling aloud.


    “There, they are tolling for the mass,” said Ignat, listening to the echo of the bell-metal. “Can you tell the bells by their sounds?”


    “No,” answered Foma.


    “Just listen. This one now — do you hear? the bass — this is from the Nikola Church. It was presented by Peter Mitrich Vyagin — and this, the hoarse one — this is at the church of Praskeva Pyatnitza.”


    The singing waves of the bell-tones agitated the air, which was filled with them, and they died away in the clear blue of the sky. Foma stared thoughtfully at his father’s face and saw that the alarm was disappearing from his eyes, and that they were now brighter.


    But suddenly the old man’s face turned very red, his eyes distended and rolled out of their orbits, his mouth opened with fright, and from it issued a strange, hissing sound:


    “F-F-A-A-ch.”


    Immediately after this Ignat’s head fell back on his shoulder, and his heavy body slowly slipped down from the chair to the ground as if the earth had dragged him imperiously unto itself. Foma was motionless and silent for awhile, then he rushed up to Ignat, lifted his head from the ground and looked into his face. The face was dark, motionless, and the wide-open eyes expressed nothing — neither pain, nor fear, nor joy. Foma looked around him. As before, nobody was in the garden, and the resounding chatter of the bells was still roaring in the air. Foma’s hands began to tremble, he let go his father’s head, and it struck heavily against the ground. Dark, thick blood began to gush in a narrow stream from his open mouth across his blue cheek.


    Foma struck his breast with both hands, and kneeling before the dead body, he wildly cried aloud. He was trembling with fright, and with eyes like those of a madman he was searching for someone in the verdure of the garden.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER IV


    
      
    


    HIS father’s death stupefied Foma and filled him with a strange sensation; quiet was poured into his soul — a painful, immovable quiet, which absorbed all the sounds of life without accounting for it. All sorts of acquaintances were bustling about him; they appeared, disappeared, said something to him — his replies to them were untimely, and their words called forth no images in him, drowning, without leaving any trace, in the bottomless depths of the death-like silence which filled his soul. He neither cried, nor grieved, nor thought of anything; pale and gloomy, with knitted brow, he was attentively listening to this quiet, which had forced out all his feelings, benumbed his heart and tightly clutched his brains. He was conscious but of the purely physical sensation of heaviness in all his frame and particularly in his breast, and then it also seemed to him that it was always twilight, and even though the sun was still high in the sky — everything on earth looked dark and melancholy.


    The funeral was arranged by Mayakin. Hastily and briskly he was bustling about in the rooms, making much clatter with the heels of his boots; he cried at the household help imperiously, clapped his godson on the shoulder, consoling him:


    “And why are you petrified? Roar and you will feel relieved. Your father was old — old in body. Death is prepared for all of us, you cannot escape it — consequently you must not be prematurely torpid. You cannot bring him to life again with your sorrow, and your grief is unnecessary to him, for it is said: ‘When the body is robbed of the soul by the terrible angels, the soul forgets all relatives and acquaintances,’ which means that you are of no consequence to him now, whether you cry or laugh. But the living must care for the living. You had better cry, for this is human. It brings much relief to the heart.”


    But neither did these words provoke anything in Foma’s head or in his heart. He came to himself, however, on the day of the funeral, thanks to the persistence of his godfather, who was assiduously and oddly trying to rouse his sad soul.


    The day of the funeral was cloudy and dreary. Amid a heavy cloud of dust an enormous crowd of people, winding like a black ribbon, followed the coffin of Ignat Gordyeeff. Here and there flashed the gold of the priest’s robes, and the dull noise of the slow movement of the crowd blended in harmony with the solemn music of the choir, composed of the bishop’s choristers. Foma was pushed from behind and from the sides; he walked, seeing nothing but the gray head of his father, and the mournful singing resounded in his heart like a melancholy echo. And Mayakin, walking beside him, kept on intrusively whispering in his ears:


    “Look, what a crowd — thousands! The governor himself came out to accompany your father to the church, the mayor, and almost the entire city council. And behind you — just turn around! There goes Sophya Pavlovna. The town pays its respects to Ignat.”


    At first Foma did not listen to his godfather’s whisper, but when he mentioned Medinskaya, he involuntarily looked back and noticed the governor. A little drop of something pleasant fell into his heart at the sight of this important personage, with a bright ribbon across his shoulder, with orders on his breast, pacing after the coffin, an expression of sorrow on his stern countenance.


    “Blessed is the road where this soul goeth today,” Yakov Tarasovich hummed softly, moving his nose, and he again whispered in his godson’s ear:


    “Seventy-five thousand roubles is such a sum that you can demand so many escorts for it. Have you heard that Sonka is making arrangements for the laying of the corner-stone on the fifteenth? Just forty days after the death of your father.”


    Foma again turned back, and his eyes met the eyes of Medinskaya. He heaved a deep sigh at her caressing glance, and felt relieved at once, as if a warm ray of light penetrated his soul and something melted there. And then and there he considered that it was unbecoming him to turn his head from side to side.


    At church Foma’s head began to ache, and it seemed to him that everything around and underneath him was shaking. In the stifling air, filled with dust, with the breathing of the people and the smoke of the incense, the flames of the candles were timidly trembling. The meek image of Christ looked down at him from the big ikon, and the flames of the candles, reflected in the tarnished gold of the crown over the Saviour’s brow, reminded him of drops of blood.


    Foma’s awakened soul was greedily feeding itself on the solemn, gloomy poetry of the liturgy, and when the touching citation was heard, “Come, let us give him the last kiss,” a loud, wailing sob escaped from Foma’s chest, and the crowd in church was stirred to agitation by this outburst of grief.


    Having uttered the sob, Foma staggered. His godfather immediately caught


    him by his arms and began to push him forward to the coffin, singing


    quite loudly and with some anger:


    


    “Kiss him who was but lately with us.


    Kiss, Foma, kiss him — he is given over to the grave, covered with a stone.


    He is settling down in darkness, and is buried with the dead.”


    Foma touched his father’s forehead with his lips and sprang back from the coffin with horror.


    “Hold your peace! You nearly knocked me down,” Mayakin remarked to him, in a low voice, and these simple, calm words supported Foma better than his godfather’s hands.


    “Ye that behold me mute and lifeless before you, weep for me, brethren and friends,” begged Ignat through the mouth of the Church. But his son was not crying any longer; his horror was called forth by the black, swollen face of his father, and this horror somewhat sobered his soul, which had been intoxicated by the mournful music of the Church’s lament for its sinful son. He was surrounded by acquaintances, who were kindly consoling him; he listened to them and understood that they all felt sorry for him and that he became dear to them. And his godfather whispered in his ear:


    “See, how they all fawn upon you. The tom-cats have smelt the fat.”


    These words were unpleasant to Foma, but they were useful to him, as they caused him to answer at all events.


    At the cemetery, when they sang for Ignat’s eternal memory, he cried again bitterly and loud. His godfather immediately seized him by the arms and led him away from the grave, speaking to him earnestly:


    “What a faint-hearted fellow you are! Do I not feel sorry for him? I have known his real value, while you were but his son. And yet, I do not cry. For more than thirty years we lived together in perfect harmony — how much had been spoken, how much thought — how much sorrow drunk. You are young; it is not for you to grieve! Your life is before you, and you will be rich in all sorts of friendship; while I am old, and now that I buried my only friend, I am like a pauper. I can no longer make a bosom friend!”


    The old man’s voice began to jar and squeak queerly. His face was distorted, his lips were stretched into a big grimace and were quivering, and from his small eyes frequent tears were running over the now contracted wrinkles of his face. He looked so pitiful and so unlike himself, that Foma stopped short, pressed him close to his body with the tenderness of a strong man and cried with alarm:


    “Don’t cry, father — darling! Don’t cry.”


    “There you have it!” said Mayakin, faintly, and, heaving a deep sigh, he suddenly turned again into a firm and clever old man.


    “You must not cry,” said he, mysteriously, seating himself in the carriage beside his godson. “You are now the commander-in-chief in the war and you must command your soldiers bravely. Your soldiers are the roubles, and you have a great army of these. Make war incessantly!”


    Surprised at the quickness of his transformation, Foma listened to his words and for some reason or other they reminded him of those clods of earth, which the people threw into Ignat’s grave upon his coffin.


    “On whom am I to make war?” said Foma with a sigh.


    “I’ll teach you that! Did your father tell you that I was a clever old man and that you should mind me?”


    “He did.”


    “Then do mind me! If my mind should be added to your youthful strength, a good victory might be won. Your father was a great man, but he did not look far before him and he could not take my advice. He gained success in life not with his mind, but more with his head. Oh, what will become of you? You had better move into my house, for you will feel lonesome in yours.”


    “Aunt is there.”


    “Aunt? She is sick. She will not live long.”


    “Do not speak of it,” begged Foma in a low voice.


    “And I will speak of it. You need not fear death — you are not an old woman on the oven. Live fearlessly and do what you were appointed to do. Man is appointed for the organisation of life on earth. Man is capital — like a rouble, he is made up of trashy copper groshes and copecks. From the dust of the earth, as it is said; and even as he has intercourse with the world, he absorbs grease and oil, sweat and tears — a soul and a mind form themselves in him. And from this he starts to grow upward and downward. Now, you see his price is a grosh, now a fifteen copeck silver piece, now a hundred roubles, and sometimes he is above any price. He is put into circulation and he must bring interests to life. Life knows the value of each of us and will not check our course before time. Nobody, dear, works to his own detriment, if he is wise. And life has saved up much wisdom. Are you listening?”


    “I am.”


    “And what do you understand?”


    “Everything.”


    “You are probably lying?” Mayakin doubted.


    “But, why must we die?” asked Foma in a low voice.


    Mayakin looked into his face with regret, smacked his lips and said:


    “A wise man would never ask such a question. A wise man knows for himself that if it is a river, it must be flowing somewhere, and if it were standing in one place, it would be a swamp.”


    “You’re simply mocking me at random,” said Foma, sternly. “The sea is not flowing anywhere.”


    “The sea receives all rivers into itself, and then, powerful storms rage in it at times. Then the sea of life also submits on agitation, stirred up by men, and death renovates the waters of the sea of life, that they might not become spoiled. No matter how many people are dying, they are nevertheless forever growing in number.”


    “What of it? But my father is dead.”


    “You will die as well.”


    “Then what have I to do with the fact that people are growing in number?” Foma smiled sadly.


    “Eh, he, he!” sighed Mayakin. “That, indeed, concerns none of us. There, your trousers probably reason in the same way: what have we to do with the fact that there are all sorts of stuff in the world? But you do not mind them — you wear them out and throw them away.”


    Foma glanced at his godfather reproachfully, and noticing that the old man was smiling, he was astonished and he asked respectfully:


    “Can it be true, father, that you do not fear death?”


    “Most of all I fear foolishness, my child,” replied Mayakin with humble bitterness. “My opinion is this: if a fool give you honey, spit upon it; if a wise man give you poison, drink it! And I will tell you that the perch has a weak soul since his fins do not stand on end.”


    The old man’s mocking words offended and angered Foma. He turned aside and said:


    “You can never speak without these subterfuges.”


    “I cannot!” exclaimed Mayakin, and his eyes began to sparkle with alarm. “Each man uses the very same tongue he has. Do I seem to be stern? Do I?”


    Foma was silent.


    “Eh, you. Know this — he loves who teaches. Remember this well. And as to death, do not think of it. It is foolish, dear, for a live man to think of death. ‘Ecclesiastes’ reflected on death better than anybody else reflected on it, and said that a living dog is better than a dead lion.”


    They came home. The street near the house was crowded with carriages, and from the open windows came loud sounds of talk. As soon as Foma appeared in the hall, he was seized by the arms and led away to the table and there was urged to drink and eat something. A marketplace noise smote the air; the hall was crowded and suffocating. Silently, Foma drank a glass of vodka, then another, and a third. Around him they were munching and smacking their lips; the vodka poured out from the bottles was gurgling, the wine-glasses were tinkling. They were speaking of dried sturgeon and of the bass of the soloist of the bishop’s choir, and then again of the dried sturgeon, and then they said that the mayor also wished to make a speech, but did not venture to do so after the bishop had spoken, fearing lest he should not speak so well as the bishop. Someone was telling with feeling:


    “The deceased one used to do thus: he would cut off a slice of salmon, pepper it thickly, cover it with another slice of salmon, and then send it down immediately after a drink.”


    “Let us follow his example,” roared a thick basso. Offended to the quick, Foma looked with a frown at the fat lips and at the jaws chewing the tasty food, and he felt like crying out and driving away all these people, whose sedateness had but lately inspired him with respect for them.


    “You had better be more kind, more sociable,” said Mayakin in a low voice, coming up to him.


    “Why are they gobbling here? Is this a tavern?” cried Foma, angrily.


    “Hush,” Mayakin remarked with fright and hastily turned to look around with a kind smile on his face.


    But it was too late; his smile was of no avail. Foma’s words had been overheard, the noise and the talk was subsiding, some of the guests began to bustle about hurriedly, others, offended, frowned, put down their forks and knives and walked away from the table, all looking at Foma askance.


    Silent and angry, he met these glances without lowering his eyes.


    “I ask you to come up to the table!” cried Mayakin, gleaming amid the crowd of people like an ember amid ashes. “Be seated, pray! They’re soon serving pancakes.”


    Foma shrugged his shoulders and walked off toward the door, saying aloud:


    “I shall not eat.”


    He heard a hostile rumbling behind him and his godfather’s wheedling voice saying to somebody:


    “It’s for grief. Ignat was at once father and mother to him.”


    Foma came out in the garden and sat down on the same place where his father had died. The feeling of loneliness and grief oppressed his heart. He unbuttoned the collar of his shirt to make his breathing easier, rested his elbows on the table, and with his head tightly pressed between his hands, he sat motionless. It was drizzling and the leaves of the apple-tree were rustling mournfully under the drops of the rain. He sat there for a long time alone, motionless, watching how the small drops were falling from the apple-tree. His head was heavy from the vodka, and in his heart there was a growing grudge against men. Some indefinite, impersonal feelings and thoughts were springing up and vanishing within him; before him flashed the bald skull of his godfather with a little crown of silver hair and with a dark face, which resembled the faces of the ancient ikons. This face with the toothless mouth and the malicious smile, rousing in Foma hatred and fear, augmented in him the consciousness of solitude. Then he recalled the kind eyes of Medinskaya and her small, graceful figure; and beside her arose the tall, robust, and rosy-cheeked Lubov Mayakina with smiling eyes and with a big light golden-coloured braid. “Do not rely upon men, expect but little at their hands” — his father’s words began to ring in his memory. He sighed sadly and cast a glance around him. The tree leaves were fluttering from the rain, and the air was full of mournful sounds. The gray sky seemed as though weeping, and on the trees cold tears were trembling. And Foma’s soul was dry, dark; it was filled with a painful feeling of orphanhood. But this feeling gave birth to the question:


    “How shall I live now that I am alone?”


    The rain drenched his clothes, and when he felt that he was shivering with cold he arose and went into the house.


    Life was tugging him from all sides, giving him no chance to be concentrated in thinking of and grieving for his father, and on the fortieth day after Ignat’s death Foma, attired in holiday clothes, with a pleasant feeling in his heart, went to the ceremony of the corner-stone laying of the lodging-asylum. Medinskaya notified him in a letter the day before, that he had been elected as a member of the building committee and also as honorary member of the society of which she was president. This pleased him and he was greatly agitated by the part he was to play today at the laying of the corner-stone. On his way he thought of how everything would be and how he should behave in order not to be confused before the people.


    “Eh, eh! Hold on!”


    He turned around. Mayakin came hastening to him from the sidewalk. He was in a frock-coat that reached his heels, in a high cap, and he carried a huge umbrella in his hand.


    “Come on, take me up there,” said the old man, cleverly jumping into the carriage like a monkey. “To tell the truth, I was waiting for you. I was looking around, thinking it was time for you to go.”


    “Are you going there?” asked Foma.


    “Of course! I must see how they will bury my friend’s money in the ground.”


    Foma looked at him askance and was silent. “Why do you frown upon me? Don’t fear, you will also start out as a benefactor among men.”


    “What do you mean?” asked Foma, reservedly. “I’ve read in the newspaper this morning that you were elected as a member of the building committee and also as an honorary member of Sophya’s society.”


    “Yes.”


    “This membership will eat into your pocket!” sighed Mayakin.


    “That wouldn’t ruin me.”


    “I don’t know it,” observed the old man, maliciously.


    “I speak of this more because there is altogether very little wisdom in this charity business, and I may even say that it isn’t a business at all, but simply harmful nonsense.”


    “Is it harmful to aid people?” asked Foma, hotly.


    “Eh, you cabbage head!” said Mayakin with a smile. “You had better come up to my house, I’ll open your eyes in regard to this. I must teach you! Will you come?”


    “Very well, I will come!” replied Foma.


    “So. And in the meantime, hold yourself proud at the laying of the corner-stone. Stand in view of everybody. If I don’t tell this to you, you might hide yourself behind somebody’s back.”


    “Why should I hide myself?” said Foma, displeased.


    “That’s just what I say: there is no reason why. For the money was donated by your father and you are entitled to the honour as his heir. Honour is just the same as money. With honour a business man will get credit everywhere, and everywhere there is a way open to him. Then come forward, so that everybody may see you and that if you do five copecks’ worth of work, you should get a rouble in return for it. And if you will hide yourself — nothing but foolishness will be the result.”


    They arrived at their destination, where all the important people had gathered already, and an enormous crowd of people surrounded the piles of wood, bricks and earth. The bishop, the governor, the representatives of the city’s aristocracy and the administration formed, together with the splendidly dressed ladies, a big bright group and looked at the efforts of the two stonemasons, who were preparing the bricks and the lime. Mayakin and his godson wended their way toward this group. He whispered to Foma:


    “Lose no courage, these people have robbed their bellies to cover themselves with silk.”


    And he greeted the governor before the bishop, in a respectfully cheerful voice.


    “How do you do, your Excellency? Give me your blessing, your Holiness!”


    “Ah, Yakov Tarasovich!” exclaimed the governor with a friendly smile, shaking and squeezing Mayakin’s hand, while the old man was at the same time kissing the bishop’s hand. “How are you, deathless old man?”


    “I thank you humbly, your Excellency! My respects to Sophya Pavlovna!” Mayakin spoke fast, whirling like a peg-top amid the crowd of people. In a minute he managed to shake hands with the presiding justice of the court, with the prosecutor, with the mayor — in a word, with all those people whom he considered it necessary to greet first; such as these, however, were few. He jested, smiled and at once attracted everybody’s attention to his little figure, and Foma with downcast head stood behind him, looking askance at these people wrapped in costly stuffs, embroidered with gold; he envied the old man’s adroitness and lost his courage, and feeling that he was losing his courage — he grew still more timid. But now Mayakin seized him by the hand and drew him up to himself.


    “There, your Excellency, this is my godson, Foma, the late Ignat’s only son.”


    “Ah!” said the governor in his basso, “I’m very pleased. I sympathise with you in your misfortune, young man!” he said, shaking Foma’s hand, and became silent; then he added resolutely and confidently: “To lose a father, that is a very painful misfortune.”


    And, having waited about two seconds for Foma’s answer, he turned away from him, addressing Mayakin approvingly:


    “I am delighted with the speech you made yesterday in the city hall! Beautiful, clever, Yakov Tarasovich. Proposing to use the money for this public club, they do not understand the real needs of the population.”


    “And then, your Excellency, a small capital means that the city will have to add its own money.”


    “Perfectly true! Perfectly true!”


    “Temperance, I say, is good! Would to God that all were sober! I don’t drink, either, but what is the use of these performances, libraries and all that, since the people cannot even read?”


    The governor replied approvingly.


    “Here, I say, you better use this money for a technical institution. If it should be established on a small plan, this money alone will suffice, and in case it shouldn’t, we can ask for more in St. Petersburg — they’ll give it to us. Then the city wouldn’t have to add of its own money, and the whole affair would be more sensible.”


    “Precisely! I fully agree with you! But how the liberals began to cry at you! Eh? Ha, ha!”


    “That has always been their business, to cry.”


    The deep cough of the archdeacon of the cathedral announced the beginning of the divine service.


    Sophya Pavlovna came up to Foma, greeted him and said in a sad, low voice:


    “I looked at your face on the day of the funeral, and my heart saddened. My God, I thought, how he must suffer!”


    And Foma listened to her and felt as though he was drinking honey.


    “These cries of yours, they shook my soul, my poor child! I may speak to you this way, for I am an old woman already.”


    “You!” exclaimed Foma, softly.


    “Isn’t that so?” she asked, naively looking into his face.


    Foma was silent, his head bent on his breast.


    “Don’t you believe that I am an old woman?”


    “I believe you; that is, I believe everything you may say; only this is not true!” said Foma, feelingly, in a low voice.


    “What is not true? What do you believe me?”


    “No! not this, but that. I — excuse me! I cannot speak!” said Foma, sadly, all aflush with confusion. “I am not cultured.”


    “You need not trouble yourself on this account,” said Medinskaya, patronisingly. “You are so young, and education is accessible to everybody. But there are people to whom education is not only unnecessary, but who can also be harmed by it. Those that are pure of heart, sanguine, sincere, like children, and you are of those people. You are, are you not?”


    What could Foma say in answer to this question? He said sincerely:


    “I thank you humbly!”


    And noticing that his words called forth a gay gleam in Medinskaya’s eyes, Foma appeared ridiculous and stupid in his own eyes; he immediately became angry at himself and said in a muffled voice:


    “Yes, I am such. I always speak my mind. I cannot deceive. If I see something to laugh at, I laugh openly. I am stupid!”


    “What makes you speak that way?” said the woman, reproachfully, and adjusting her dress, she accidentally stroked Foma’s hand, in which he held his hat. This made him look at his wrist and smile joyously and confusedly.


    “You will surely be present at the dinner, won’t you?” asked Medinskaya.


    “Yes.”


    “And tomorrow at the meeting in my house?”


    “Without fail!”


    “And perhaps sometime you will drop in, simply on a visit, wouldn’t you?”


    “I — I thank you! I’ll come!”


    “I must thank you for the promise.”


    They became silent. In the air soared the reverently soft voice of the bishop, who recited the prayer expressively, outstretching his hand over the place where the corner-stone of the house was laid:


    “May neither the wind, nor water, nor anything else bring harm unto it; may it be completed in thy benevolence, and free all those that are to live in it from all kinds of calumny.”


    “How rich and beautiful our prayers are, are they not?” asked Medinskaya.


    “Yes,” said Foma, shortly, without understanding her words and feeling that he was blushing again.


    “They will always be opponents of our commercial interests,” Mayakin whispered loudly and convincingly, standing beside the city mayor, not far from Foma. “What is it to them? All they want is somehow to deserve the approval of the newspaper. But they cannot reach the main point. They live for mere display, not for the organisation of life; these are their only measures: the newspapers and Sweden! [Mayakin speaks of Sweden, meaning Switzerland. — Translator’s note.] The doctor scoffed at me all day yesterday with this Sweden. The public education, says he, in Sweden, and everything else there is first-class! But what is Sweden, anyway? It may be that Sweden is but a fib, is but used as an example, and that there is no education whatever or any of the other things there. And then, we don’t live for the sake of Sweden, and Sweden cannot put us to test. We have to make our lip according to our own last. Isn’t it so?”


    And the archdeacon droned, his head thrown back:


    “Eternal me-emo-ory to the founder of this ho-ouse!”


    Foma shuddered, but Mayakin was already by his side, and pulling him by the sleeve, asked:


    “Are you going to the dinner?”


    And Medinskaya’s velvet-like, warm little hand glided once more over Foma’s hand.


    The dinner was to Foma a real torture. For the first time in his life among these uniformed people, he saw that they were eating and speaking — doing everything better than he, and he felt that between him and Medinskaya, who was seated just opposite him, was a high mountain, not a table. Beside him sat the secretary of the society of which Foma had been made an honorary member; he was a young court officer, bearing the odd name of Ookhtishchev. As if to make his name appear more absurd than it really was, he spoke in a loud, ringing tenor, and altogether — plump, short, round-faced and a lively talker — he looked like a brand new bell.


    “The very best thing in our society is the patroness; the most reasonable is what we are doing — courting the patroness; the most difficult is to tell the patroness such a compliment as would satisfy her; and the most sensible thing is to admire the patroness silently and hopelessly. So that in reality, you are a member not of ‘the Society of Solicitude,’ and so on, but of the Society of Tantaluses, which is composed of persons bent on pleasing Sophya Medinskaya.”


    Foma listened to his chatter, now and then looking at the patroness, who was absorbed in a conversation with the chief of the police; Foma roared in reply to his interlocutor, pretending to be busy eating, and he wished that all this would end the sooner. He felt that he was wretched, stupid, ridiculous and he was certain that everybody was watching and censuring him. This tied him with invisible shackles, thus checking his words and his thoughts. At last he went so far, that the line of various physiognomies, stretched out by the table opposite him, seemed to him a long and wavy white strip besprinkled with laughing eyes, and all these eyes were pricking him unpleasantly and painfully.


    Mayakin sat near the city mayor, waved his fork in the air quickly, and kept on talking all the time, now contracting, now expanding the wrinkles of his face. The mayor, a gray-headed, red-faced, short-necked man, stared at him like a bull, with obstinate attention and at times he rapped on the edge of the table with his big finger affirmatively. The animated talk and laughter drowned his godfather’s bold speech, and Foma was unable to hear a single word of it, much more so that the tenor of the secretary was unceasingly ringing in his ears:


    “Look, there, the archdeacon arose; he is filling his lungs with air; he will soon proclaim an eternal memory for Ignat Matveyich.”


    “May I not go away?” asked Foma in a low voice.


    “Why not? Everybody will understand this.”


    The deacon’s resounding voice drowned and seemed to have crushed the noise in the hail; the eminent merchants fixed their eyes on the big, wide-open mouth, from which a deep sound was streaming forth, and availing himself of this moment, Foma arose from his seat and left the hall.


    After awhile he breathed freely and, sitting in his cab, thought sadly that there was no place for him amid these people. Inwardly, he called them polished. He did not like their brilliancy, their faces, their smiles or their words, but the freedom and the cleverness of their movements, their ability to speak much and on any subject, their pretty costumes — all this aroused in him a mixture of envy and respect for them. He felt sad and oppressed at the consciousness of being unable to talk so much and so fluently as all these people, and here he recalled that Luba Mayakina had more than once scoffed at him on this account.


    Foma did not like Mayakin’s daughter, and since he had learned from his father of Mayakin’s intention to marry him to Luba, the young Gordyeeff began to shun her. But after his father’s death he was almost every day at the Mayakins, and somehow Luba said to him one day:


    “I am looking at you, and, do you know? — you do not resemble a merchant at all.”


    “Nor do you look like a merchant’s daughter,” said Foma, and looked at her suspiciously. He did not understand the meaning of her words; did she mean to offend him, or did she say these words without any kind thoughts?


    “Thank God for this!” said she and smiled to him a kind, friendly smile.


    “What makes you so glad?” he asked.


    “The fact that we don’t resemble our fathers.”


    Foma glanced at her in astonishment and kept silent.


    “Tell me frankly,” said she, lowering her voice, “you do not love my father, do you? You don’t like him?”


    “Not very much,” said Foma, slowly.


    “And I dislike him very much.”


    “What for?”


    “For everything. When you grow wiser, you will know it yourself. Your father was a better man.”


    “Of course!” said Foma, proudly.


    After this conversation an attachment sprang up between them almost immediately, and growing stronger from day to day, it soon developed into friendship, though a somewhat odd friendship it was.


    Though Luba was not older than her god-brother, she nevertheless treated him as an older person would treat a little boy. She spoke to him condescendingly, often jesting at his expense; her talk was always full of words which were unfamiliar to Foma; and she pronounced these words with particular emphasis and with evident satisfaction. She was especially fond of speaking about her brother Taras, whom she had never seen, but of whom she was telling such stories as would make him look like Aunt Anfisa’s brave and noble robbers. Often, when complaining of her father, she said to Foma:


    “You will also be just such a skinflint.”


    All this was unpleasant to the youth and stung his vanity. But at times she was straightforward, simple-minded, and particularly kind and friendly to him; then he would unburden his heart before her, and for a long time they would share each other’s thoughts and feelings.


    Both spoke a great deal and spoke sincerely, but neither one understood the other; it seemed to Foma that whatever Luba had to say was foreign to him and unnecessary to her, and at the same time he clearly saw that his awkward words did not at all interest her, and that she did not care to understand them. No matter how long these conversations lasted, they gave both of them the sensation of discomfort and dissatisfaction. As if an invisible wall of perplexity had suddenly arisen and stood between them. They did not venture to touch this wall, or to tell each other that they felt it was there — they resumed their conversations, dimly conscious that there was something in each of them that might bind and unite them.


    When Foma arrived at his godfather’s house, he found Luba alone. She came out to meet him, and it was evident that she was either ill or out of humour; her eyes were flashing feverishly and were surrounded with black circles. Feeling cold, she muffled herself in a warm shawl and said with a smile:


    “It is good that you’ve come! For I was sitting here alone; it is lonesome — I don’t feel like going anywhere. Will you drink tea?”


    “I will. What is the matter with you, are you ill?”


    “Go to the dining-room, and I’ll tell them to bring the samovar,” she said, not answering his question.


    He went into one of the small rooms of the house, whose two windows overlooked the garden. In the middle of the room stood an oval table, surrounded with old-fashioned, leather-covered chairs; on one partition hung a clock in a long case with a glass door, in the corner was a cupboard for dishes, and opposite the windows, by the walls, was an oaken sideboard as big as a fair-sized room.


    “Are you coming from the banquet?” asked Luba, entering.


    Foma nodded his head mutely.


    “Well, how was it? Grand?”


    “It was terrible!” Foma smiled. “I sat there as if on hot coals. They all looked there like peacocks, while I looked like a barn-owl.”


    Luba was taking out dishes from the cupboard and said nothing to Foma.


    “Really, why are you so sad?” asked Foma again, glancing at her gloomy face.


    She turned to him and said with enthusiasm and anxiety:


    “Ah, Foma! What a book I’ve read! If you could only understand it!”


    “It must be a good book, since it worked you up in this way,” said Foma, smiling.


    “I did not sleep. I read all night long. Just think of it: you read — and it seems to you that the gates of another kingdom are thrown open before you. And the people there are different, and their language is different, everything different! Life itself is different there.”


    “I don’t like this,” said Foma, dissatisfied. “That’s all fiction, deceit; so is the theatre. The merchants are ridiculed there. Are they really so stupid? Of course! Take your father, for example.”


    “The theatre and the school are one and the same, Foma,” said Luba, instructively. “The merchants used to be like this. And what deceit can there be in books?”


    “Just as in fairy — tales, nothing is real.”


    “You are wrong! You have read no books; how can you judge? Books are precisely real. They teach you how to live.”


    “Come, come!” Foma waved his hand. “Drop it; no good will come out of your books! There, take your father, for example, does he read books? And yet he is clever! I looked at him today and envied him. His relations with everybody are so free, so clever, he has a word for each and every one. You can see at once that whatever he should desire he is sure to attain.”


    “What is he striving for?” exclaimed Luba. “Nothing but money. But there are people that want happiness for all on earth, and to gain this end they work without sparing themselves; they suffer and perish! How can my father be compared with these?”


    “You need not compare them. They evidently like one thing, while your father likes another.”


    “They do not like anything!”


    How’s that?


    “They want to change everything.”


    “So they do strive for something?” said Foma, thoughtfully. “They do wish for something?”


    “They wish for happiness for all!” cried Luba, hotly. “I can’t understand this,” said Foma, nodding his head. “Who cares there for my happiness? And then again, what happiness can they give me, since I, myself, do not know as yet what I want? No, you should have rather looked at those that were at the banquet.”


    “Those are not men!” announced Luba, categorically.


    “I do not know what they are in your eyes, but you can see at once that they know their place. A clever, easy-going lot.”


    “Ah, Foma!” exclaimed Luba, vexed. “You understand nothing! Nothing agitates you! You are an idler.”


    “Now, that’s going too far! I’ve simply not had time enough to see where I am.”


    “You are simply an empty man,” said Luba, resolutely and firmly.


    “You were not within my soul,” replied Foma, calmly. “You cannot know my thoughts.”


    “What is there that you should think of?” said Luba, shrugging her shoulders.


    “So? First of all, I am alone. Secondly, I must live. Don’t I understand that it is altogether impossible for me to live as I am now? I do not care to be made the laughing-stock of others. I cannot even speak to people. No, nor can I think.” Foma concluded his words and smiled confusedly.


    “It is necessary to read, to study,” Luba advised him convincingly, pacing up and down the room.


    “Something is stirring within my soul,” Foma went on, not looking at her, as though speaking to himself; “but I cannot tell what it is. I see, for instance, that whatever my godfather says is clever and reasonable. But that does not attract me. The other people are by far more interesting to me.”


    “You mean the aristocrats?” asked Luba.


    “Yes.”


    “That’s just the place for you!” said Luba, with a smile of contempt. “Eh, you! Are they men? Do they have souls?”


    “How do you know them? You are not acquainted with them.”


    “And the books? Have I not read books about them?”


    The maid brought in the samovar, and the conversation was interrupted. Luba made tea in silence while Foma looked at her and thought of Medinskaya. He was wishing to have a talk with her.


    “Yes,” said the girl, thoughtfully, “I am growing more and more convinced everyday that it is hard to live. What shall I do? Marry? Whom? Shall I marry a merchant who will do nothing but rob people all his life, nothing but drink and play cards? A savage? I do not want it! I want to be an individual. I am such, for I know how wrong the construction of life is. Shall I study? My father will not allow this. Oh Lord! Shall I run away? I have not enough courage. What am I to do?”


    She clasped her hands and bowed her head over the table.


    “If you knew but how repulsive everything is. There is not a living soul around here. Since my mother died, my father drove everyone away. Some went off to study. Lipa, too, left us. She writes me:


    ‘Read.’ Ah, I am reading! I am reading!’ she exclaimed, with despair in her voice, and after a moment’s silence she went on sadly:


    “Books do not contain what the heart needs most, and there’s much I cannot understand in them. And then, I feel weary to be reading all the time alone, alone! I want to speak to a man, but there is none to speak to! I feel disgusted. We live but once, and it is high time for me to live, and yet there is not a soul! Wherefore shall I live? Lipa tells me: ‘Read and you will understand it.’ I want bread and she gives me a stone. I understand what one must do — one must stand up for what he loves and believes. He must fight for it.”


    And she concluded, uttering something like a moan:


    “But I am alone! Whom shall I fight? There are no enemies here. There are no men! I live here in a prison!”


    Foma listened to her words, fixedly examining the fingers of his hand; he felt that in her words was some great distress, but he could not understand her. And when she became silent, depressed and sad, he found nothing to tell her save a few words that were like a reproach:


    “There, you yourself say that books are worthless to you, and yet you instruct me to read.”


    She looked into his face, and anger flashed in her eyes.


    “Oh, how I wish that all these torments would awaken within you, the torments that constantly oppress me. That your thoughts, like mine, would rob you of your sleep, that you, too, would be disgusted with everything, and with yourself as well! I despise every one of you. I hate you!”


    All aflush, she looked at him so angrily and spoke with so much spitefulness, that in his astonishment he did not even feel offended by her. She had never before spoken to him in such manner.


    “What’s the matter with you?” he asked her.


    “I hate you, too! You, what are you? Dead, empty; how will you live? What will you give to mankind?” she said with malice, in a low voice.


    “I’ll give nothing; let them strive for it themselves,” answered Foma, knowing that these words would augment her anger.


    “Unfortunate creature!” exclaimed the girl with contempt.


    The assurance and the power of her reproaches involuntarily compelled Foma to listen attentively to her spiteful words; he felt there was common sense in them. He even came nearer to her, but she, enraged and exasperated, turned away from him and became silent.


    It was still light outside, and the reflection of the setting sun lay still on the branches of the linden-trees before the windows, but the room was already filled with twilight, and the sideboard, the clock and the cupboard seemed to have grown in size. The huge pendulum peeped out every moment from beneath the glass of the clock-case, and flashing dimly, was hiding with a weary sound now on the right side, now on the left. Foma looked at the pendulum and he began to feel awkward and lonesome. Luba arose and lighted the lamp which was hanging over the table. The girl’s face was pale and stern.


    “You went for me,” said Foma, reservedly. “What for? I can’t understand.”


    “I don’t want to speak to you!” replied Luba, angrily.


    “That’s your affair. But nevertheless, what wrong have I done to you?”


    “You?


    “I.”


    “Understand me, I am suffocating! It is close here. Is this life? Is this the way how to live? What am I? I am a hanger-on in my father’s house. They keep me here as a housekeeper. Then they’ll marry me! Again housekeeping. It’s a swamp. I am drowning, suffocating.”


    “And what have I to do with it?” asked Foma.


    “You are no better than the others.”


    “And therefore I am guilty before you?”


    “Yes, guilty! You must desire to be better.”


    “But do I not wish it?” exclaimed Foma.


    The girl was about to tell him something, but at this time the bell began to ring somewhere, and she said in a low voice, leaning back in her chair:


    “It’s father.”


    “I would not feel sorry if he stayed away a little longer,” said Foma. “I wish I could listen to you some more. You speak so very oddly.”


    “Ah! my children, my doves!” exclaimed Yakov Tarasovich, appearing in the doorway. “You’re drinking tea? Pour out some tea for me, Lugava!”


    Sweetly smiling, and rubbing his hands, he sat down near Foma and asked, playfully jostling him in the side:


    “What have you been cooing about?”


    “So — about different trifles,” answered Luba.


    “I haven’t asked you, have I?” said her father to her, with a grimace. “You just sit there, hold your tongue, and mind your woman’s affairs.”


    “I’ve been telling her about the dinner,” Foma interrupted his godfather’s words.


    “Aha! So-o-o. Well, then, I’ll also speak about the dinner. I have been watching you of late. You don’t behave yourself sensibly!”


    “What do you mean?” asked Foma, knitting his brow, ill pleased.


    “I just mean that your behaviour is preposterous, and that’s all. When the governor, for instance, speaks to you, you keep quiet.”


    “What should I tell him? He says that it is a misfortune to lose a father. Well, I know it. What could I tell him?”


    “But as the Lord willed it so, I do not grumble, your Excellency. That’s what you should have said, or something in this spirit. Governors, my dear, are very fond of meekness in a man.”


    “Was I to look at him like a lamb?” said Foma, with a smile.


    “You did look like a lamb, and that was unnecessary. You must look neither like a lamb, nor like a wolf, but just play off before him as though saying: ‘You are our father, we are your children,’ and he will immediately soften.”


    “And what is this for?”


    “For any event. A governor, my dear, can always be of use somewhere.”


    “What do you teach him, papa?” said Luba, indignantly, in a low voice.


    “Well, what?”


    “To dance attendance.”


    “You lie, you learned fool! I teach him politics, not dancing attendance; I teach him the politics of life. You had better leave us alone! Depart from evil, and prepare some lunch for us. Go ahead!”


    Luba rose quickly and throwing the towel across the back of the chair, left the room. Mayakin, winking his eyes, looked after her, tapped the table with his fingers and said:


    “I shall instruct you, Foma. I shall teach you the most genuine, true knowledge and philosophy, and if you understand them, your life will be faultless.”


    Foma saw how the wrinkles on the old man’s forehead were twitching, and they seemed to him like lines of Slavonic letters.


    “First of all, Foma, since you live on this earth, it is your duty to think over everything that takes place about you. Why? That you may not suffer for your own senselessness, and may not harm others by your folly. Now, every act of man is double-faced, Foma. One is visible to all — this is the wrong side; the other is concealed — and that is the real one. It is that one that you must be able to find in order to understand the sense of the thing. Take for example the lodging-asylums, the work-houses, the poor-houses and other similar institutions. Just consider, what are they for?”


    “What is there to consider here?” said Foma, wearily “Everybody knows what they are for — for the poor and feeble.”


    “Eh, dear! Sometimes everybody knows that a certain man is a rascal and a scoundrel, and yet all call him Ivan or Peter, and instead of abusing him they respectfully add his father’s name to his own.”


    “What has this to do with it?”


    “It’s all to the point. So you say that these houses are for the poor, for beggars, consequently, in accordance with Christ’s commandment. Very well! But who is the beggar? The beggar is a man, forced by fate to remind us of Christ; he is a brother of Christ; he is the bell of the Lord and he rings in life to rouse our conscience, to arouse the satiety of the flesh of man. He stands by the window and sings out: ‘For the sake of Christ!’ and by his singing he reminds us of Christ, of His holy commandment to help the neighbour. But men have so arranged their life that it is impossible for them to act according to the teachings of Christ, and Jesus Christ has become altogether unnecessary to us. Not one time, but perhaps a hundred thousand times have we turned Him over to the cross, and yet we cannot drive Him altogether out of life, because His poor brethren sing His Holy name on the streets and thus remind us of Him. And now we have arranged to lock up these beggars in separate houses that they should not walk around on the streets and should not rouse our conscience.


    “Cle-ver!” whispered Foma, amazed, staring fixedly at his godfather.


    “Aha!” exclaimed Mayakin, his eyes beaming with triumph.


    “How is it that my father did not think of this?” asked Foma, uneasily.


    “Just wait! Listen further, it is still worse. So you see, we have arranged to lock them up in all sorts of houses and that they might be kept there cheaply, we have compelled those old and feeble beggars to work and we need give no alms now, and since our streets have been cleared of the various ragged beggars, we do not see their terrible distress and poverty, and we may, therefore, think that all men on earth are well-fed, shod and clothed. That’s what all these different houses are for, for the concealment of the truth, for the banishment of Christ from our life! Is this clear to you?”


    “Yes!” said Foma, confused by the old man’s clever words.


    “And this is not all. The pool is not yet baled out to the bottom!” exclaimed Mayakin, swinging his hand in the air with animation.


    The wrinkles of his face were in motion; his long, ravenous nose was stirring, and in his voice rang notes of irritability and emotion.


    “Now, let us look at this thing from the other side. Who contributes most in favour of the poor, for the support of these houses, asylums, poor-houses? The rich people, the merchants, our body of merchants. Very well! And who commands our life and regulates it? The nobles, the functionaries and all sorts of other people, not belonging to our class. From them come the laws, the newspapers, science — everything from them. Before, they were land-owners, now their land was snatched away from them — and they started out in service. Very well! But who are the most powerful people today? The merchant is the supreme power in an empire, because he has the millions on his side! Isn’t that so?”


    “True!” assented Foma, eager to hear the sooner that which was to follow, and which was already sparkling in the eyes of his godfather.


    “Just mark this,” the old man went on distinctly and impressively. “We merchants had no hand in the arrangement of life, nor do we have a voice or a hand in it today. Life was arranged by others, and it is they that multiplied all sorts of scabs in life — idlers and poor unfortunates; and since by multiplying them they obstructed life and spoilt it — it is, justly judging, now their duty to purify it. But we are purifying it, we contribute money for the poor, we look after them — we, judge it for yourself, why should we mend another’s rags, since we did not tear them? Why should we repair a house, since others have lived in it and since it belongs to others? Were it not wiser for us to step aside and watch until a certain time how rottenness is multiplying and choking those that are strangers to us? They cannot conquer it, they have not the means to do it. Then they will turn to us and say: ‘Pray, help us, gentlemen!’ and we’ll tell them: ‘Let us have room for our work! Rank us among the builders of this same life!’ And as soon as they do this we, too, will have to clear life at one sweep of all sorts of filth and chaff. Then the Emperor will see with his clear eyes who are really his faithful servants, and how much wisdom they have saved up while their hands were idle. Do you understand?”


    “Of course, I do!” exclaimed Foma.


    When his godfather spoke of the functionaries, Foma reminded himself of the people that were present at the dinner; he recalled the brisk secretary, and a thought flashed through his mind that this stout little man has in all probability an income of no more than a thousand roubles a year, while he, Foma, has a million. But that man lives so easily and freely, while he, Foma, does not know how to live, is indeed abashed to live. This comparison and his godfather’s speech roused in him a whirl of thoughts, but he had time to grasp and express only one of them:


    “Indeed, do we work for the sake of money only? What’s the use of money if it can give us no power?”


    “Aha!” said Mayakin, winking his eyes.


    “Eh!” exclaimed Foma, offended. “How about my father? Have you spoken to him?”


    “I spoke to him for twenty years.”


    “Well, how about him?”


    “My words did not reach him. The crown of your father’s head was rather thick. His soul was open to all, while his mind was hidden away far within him. Yes, he made a blunder, and I am very sorry about the money.”


    “I am not sorry for the money.”


    “You should have tried to earn even a tenth part of it, then speak.”


    “May I come in?” came Luba’s voice from behind the door.


    “Yes, step right in,” said the father.


    “Will you have lunch now?” she asked, entering.


    “Let us have it.”


    She walked up to the sideboard and soon the dishes were rattling. Yakov Tarasovich looked at her, moved his lips, and suddenly striking Foma’s knee with his hand, he said to him:


    “That’s the way, my godson! Think.”


    Foma responded with a smile and thought: “But he’s clever — cleverer than my father.”


    But another voice within him immediately replied:


    “Cleverer, but worse.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER V


    
      
    


    FOMA’S dual relation toward Mayakin grew stronger and stronger as time went on; listening to his words attentively and with eager curiosity, he felt that each meeting with his godfather was strengthening in him the feeling of hostility toward the old man. Sometimes Yakov Tarasovich roused in his godson a feeling akin to fear, sometimes even physical aversion. The latter usually came to Foma whenever the old man was pleased with something and laughed. From laughter the old man’s wrinkles would tremble, thus changing the expression of his face every now and then; his dry, thin lips would stretch out and move nervously, displaying black broken teeth, and his red little beard was as though aflame. His laughter sounded like the squeaking of rusty hinges, and altogether the old man looked like a lizard at play. Unable to conceal his feelings, Foma often expressed them to Mayakin rather rudely, both in words and in gesture, but the old man, pretending not to notice it, kept a vigilant eye on him, directing his each and every step. Wholly absorbed by the steamship affairs of the young Gordyeeff, he even neglected his own little shop, and allowed Foma considerable leisure time. Thanks to Mayakin’s important position in town and to his extensive acquaintance on the Volga, business was splendid, but Mayakin’s zealous interest in his affairs strengthened Foma’s suspicions that his godfather was firmly resolved to marry him to Luba, and this made the old man more repulsive to him.


    He liked Luba, but at the same time she seemed suspicious and dangerous for him. She did not marry, and Mayakin never said a word about it; he gave no evening parties, invited none of the youths to his house and did not allow Luba to leave the house. And all her girl friends were married already. Foma admired her words and listened to her just as eagerly as to her father; but whenever she started to speak of Taras with love and anguish, it seemed to him that she was hiding another man under that name, perhaps that same Yozhov, who according to her words, had to leave the university for some reason or other, and go to Moscow. There was a great deal of simplemindedness and kindness in her, which pleased Foma, and ofttimes her words awakened in him a feeling of pity for her; it seemed to him that she was not alive, that she was dreaming though awake.


    His conduct at the funeral feast for his father became known to all the merchants and gave him a bad reputation. On the Exchange, he noticed, everybody looked at him sneeringly, malevolently, and spoke to him in some peculiar way. One day he heard behind him a low exclamation, full of contempt:


    “Gordyeeff! Milksop!”


    He felt that this was said of him, but he did not turn around to see who it was that flung those words at him. The rich people, who had inspired him with timidity before, were now losing in his eyes the witchery of their wealth and wisdom. They had more than once snatched out of his hands this or that profitable contract; he clearly saw that they would do it again, and they all seemed to him alike — greedy for money, always ready to cheat one another. When he imparted to his godfather his observation, the old man said:


    “How then? Business is just the same as war — a hazardous affair. There they fight for the purse, and in the purse is the soul.”


    “I don’t like this,” announced Foma.


    “Neither do I like everything — there’s too much fraud.


    “But to be fair in business matters is utterly impossible; you must be shrewd! In business, dear, on approaching a man you must hold honey in your left hand, and clutch a knife in your right. Everybody would like to buy five copecks’ worth for a half a copeck.”


    “Well, this isn’t too good,” said Foma, thoughtfully. “But it will be good later. When you have taken the upper hand, then it will be good. Life, dear Foma, is very simple: either bite everybody, or lie in the gutter.”


    The old man smiled, and the broken teeth in his mouth roused in Foma the keen thought:


    “You have bitten many, it seems.”


    “There’s but one word — battle!” repeated the old man.


    “Is this the real one?” asked Foma, looking at Mayakin searchingly.


    “That is, what do you mean — the real?”


    “Is there nothing better than this? Does this contain everything?”


    “Where else should it be? Everybody lives for himself. Each of us wishes the best for himself. And what is the best? To go in front of others, to stand above them. So that everybody is trying to attain the first place in life — one by this means, another by that means. But everyone is positively anxious to be seen from afar, like a tower. And man was indeed appointed to go upward. Even the Book of Job says: ‘Man is born unto trouble, as the sparks, to fly upward.’ Just see: even children at play always wish to surpass one another. And each and every game has its climax, which makes it interesting. Do you understand?”


    “I understand this!” said Foma, firmly and confidently.


    “But you must also feel this. With understanding alone you cannot go far, and you must desire, and desire so that a big mountain should seem to you but a hillock, and the sea but a puddle. Eh! When I was of your age I had an easy life, while you are only taking aim. But then, good fruit does not ripen early.”


    The old man’s monotonous speeches soon accomplished what they were intended to do. Foma listened to them and made clear to himself the aim of life. He must be better than others, he resolved, and the ambition, kindled by the old man, took deep root in his heart. It took root within his heart, but did not fill it up, for Foma’s relations toward Medinskaya assumed that character, which they were bound to assume. He longed for her, he always yearned to see her; while in her presence he became timid, awkward and stupid; he knew it and suffered on this account. He frequently visited her, but it was hard to find her at home alone; perfumed dandies like flies over a piece of sugar — were always flitting about her. They spoke to her in French, sang and laughed, while he looked at them in silence, tortured by anger and jealousy. His legs crossed, he sat somewhere in a corner of her richly furnished drawing-room, where it was extremely difficult to walk without overturning or at least striking against something — Foma sat and watched them sternly.


    Over the soft rugs she was noiselessly passing hither and thither, casting to him kind glances and smiles, while her admirers were fawning upon her, and they all, like serpents, were cleverly gliding by the various little tables, chairs, screens, flower-stands — a storehouse full of beautiful and frail things, scattered about the room with a carelessness equally dangerous to them and to Foma. But when he walked there, the rugs did not drown his footsteps, and all these things caught at his coat, trembled and fell. Beside the piano stood a sailor made of bronze, whose hand was lifted, ready to throw the life-saving ring; on this ring were ropes of wire, and these always pulled Foma by the hair. All this provoked laughter among Sophya Pavlovna and her admirers, and Foma suffered greatly, changing from heat to cold.


    But he felt no less uncomfortable even when alone with her. Greeting him with a kindly smile, she would take a seat beside him in one of the cosy corners of her drawing-room and would usually start her conversation by complaining to him of everybody:


    “You wouldn’t believe how glad I am to see you!” Bending like a cat, she would gaze into his eyes with her dark glance, in which something avidious would now flash up.


    “I love to speak to you,” she said, musically drawling her words. “I’ve grown tired of all the rest of them. They’re all so boring, ordinary and worn-out, while you are fresh, sincere. You don’t like those people either, do you?”


    “I can’t bear them!” replied Foma, firmly.


    “And me?” she asked softly.


    Foma turned his eyes away from her and said, with a sigh:


    “How many times have you asked me that?”


    “Is it hard for you to tell me?”


    “It isn’t hard, but what for?”


    “I must know it.”


    “You are making sport of me,” said Foma, sternly. And she opened her eyes wide and inquired in a tone of great astonishment:


    “How do I make sport of you? What does it mean to make sport?”


    And her face looked so angelic that he could not help believing her.


    “I love you! I love you! It is impossible not to love you!” said he hotly, and immediately added sadly, lowering his voice: “But you don’t need it!”


    “There you have it!” sighed Medinskaya, satisfied, drawing back from him. “I am always extremely pleased to hear you say this, with so much youthfulness and originality. Would you like to kiss my hand?”


    Without saying a word he seized her thin, white little hand and carefully bending down to it, he passionately kissed it for a long time. Smiling and graceful, not in the least moved by his passion, she freed her hand from his. Pensively, she looked at him with that strange glitter in her eyes, which always confused Foma; she examined him as something rare and extremely curious, and said:


    “How much strength and power and freshness of soul you possess! Do you know? You merchants are an altogether new race, an entire race with original traditions, with an enormous energy of body and soul. Take you, for instance — you are a precious stone, and you should be polished. Oh!”


    Whenever she told him: “You,” or “according to your merchant fashion,” it seemed to Foma that she was pushing him away from her with these words. This at once saddened and offended him. He was silent, looking at her small maidenly figure, which was always somehow particularly well dressed, always sweet-scented like a flower. Sometimes he was seized with a wild, coarse desire to embrace and kiss her. But her beauty and the fragility of her thin, supple body awakened in him a fear of breaking and disfiguring her, and her calm, caressing voice and the clear, but somewhat cautious look of her eyes chilled his passion; it seemed to him as though she were looking straight into his soul, divining all his thoughts. But these bursts of emotion were rare. Generally the youth regarded Medinskaya with adoration, admiring everything in her — her beauty, her words, her dresses. And beside this adoration there was in him a painfully keen consciousness of his remoteness from her, of her supremacy over him.


    These relations were established between them within a short time; after two or three meetings Medinskaya was in full possession of the youth and she slowly began to torture him. Evidently she liked to have a healthy, strong youth at her mercy; she liked to rouse and tame the animal in him merely with her voice and glance, and confident of the power of her superiority, she found pleasure in thus playing with him. On leaving her, he was usually half-sick from excitement, bearing her a grudge, angry with himself, filled with many painful and intoxicating sensations. And about two days later he would come to undergo the same torture again.


    One day he asked her timidly:


    “Sophya Pavlovna! Have you ever had any children?”


    “No.”


    “I thought not!” exclaimed Foma with delight.


    She cast at him the look of a very naive little girl, and said:


    “What made you think so? And why do you want to know whether I had any children or not?”


    Foma blushed, and, bending his head, began to speak to her in a heavy voice, as though he was lifting every word from the ground and as though each word weighed a few puds.


    “You see — a woman who — has given birth to children — such a woman has altogether different eyes.”


    “So? What kind are they then?”


    “Shameless!” Foma blurted out.


    Medinskaya broke into her silver laughter, and Foma, looking at her, also began to laugh.


    “Excuse me!” said he, at length. “Perhaps I’ve said something wrong, improper.”


    “Oh, no, no! You cannot say anything improper. You are a pure, amiable boy. And so, my eyes are not shameless?”


    “Yours are like an angel’s!” announced Foma with enthusiasm, looking at her with beaming eyes. And she glanced at him, as she had never done before; her look was that of a mother, a sad look of love mingled with fear for the beloved.


    “Go, dear one. I am tired; I need a rest,” she said to him, as she rose without looking at him. He went away submissively.


    For some time after this incident her attitude toward him was stricter and more sincere, as though she pitied him, but later their relations assumed the old form of the cat-and-mouse play.


    Foma’s relation toward Medinskaya could not escape his godfather’s notice, and one day the old man asked him, with a malicious grimace:


    “Foma! You had better feel your head more often so that you may not lose it by accident.”


    “What do you mean?” asked Foma.


    “I speak of Sonka. You are going to see her too often.”


    “What has that to do with you?” said Foma, rather rudely. “And why do you call her Sonka?”


    “It’s nothing to me. I would lose nothing if you should be fleeced. And as to calling her Sonka — everybody knows that is her name. So does everybody know that she likes to rake up the fire with other people’s hands.”


    “She is clever!” announced Foma, firmly, frowning and hiding his hands in his pockets. “She is intelligent.”


    “Clever, that’s true! How cleverly she arranged that entertainment; there was an income of two thousand four hundred roubles, the expenses — one thousand nine hundred; the expenses really did not even amount to a thousand roubles, for everybody does everything for her for nothing. Intelligent! She will educate you, and especially will those idlers that run around her.”


    “They’re not idlers, they are clever people!” replied Foma, angrily, contradicting himself now. “And I learn from them. What am I? I know nothing. What was I taught? While there they speak of everything — and each one has his word to say. Do not hinder me from being like a man.”


    “Pooh! How you’ve learned to speak! With so much anger, like the hail striking against the roof! Very well, be like a man, but in order to be like a man it might be less dangerous for you to go to the tavern; the people there are after all better than Sophya’s people. And you, young man, you should have learned to discriminate one person from another. Take Sophya, for instance: What does she represent? An insect for the adornment of nature and nothing more!”


    Intensely agitated, Foma set his teeth together and walked away from Mayakin, thrusting his hands still deeper into his pockets. But the old man soon started again a conversation about Medinskaya.


    They were on their way back from the bay after an inspection of the steamers, and seated in a big and commodious sledge, they were enthusiastically discussing business matters in a friendly way. It was in March. The water under the sledge-runners was bubbling, the snow was already covered with a rather dirty fleece, and the sun shone warmly and merrily in the clear sky.


    “Will you go to your lady as soon as we arrive?” asked Mayakin, unexpectedly, interrupting their business talk.


    “I will,” said Foma, shortly, and with displeasure.


    “Mm. Tell me, how often do you give her presents?” asked Mayakin, plainly and somewhat intimately.


    “What presents? What for?” Foma wondered.


    “You make her no presents? You don’t say. Does she live with you then merely so, for love’s sake?”


    Foma boiled up with anger and shame, turned abruptly toward the old man and said reproachfully:


    “Eh! You are an old man, and yet you speak so that it is a shame to listen to you! To say such a thing! Do you think she would come down to this?”


    Mayakin smacked his lips and sang out in a mournful voice:


    “What a blockhead you are! What a fool!” and suddenly grown angry, he spat out: “Shame upon you! All sorts of brutes drank out of the pot, nothing but the dregs remained, and now a fool has made a god unto himself of this dirty pot. Devil! You just go up to her and tell her plainly: ‘I want to be your lover. I am a young man, don’t charge me much for it.’”


    “Godfather!” said Foma, sternly, in a threatening voice, “I cannot bear to hear such words. If it were someone else.”


    “But who except myself would caution you? Good God!” Mayakin cried out, clasping his hands. “So she has led you by the nose all winter long! What a nose! What a beast she is!”


    The old man was agitated; in his voice rang vexation, anger, even tears Foma had never before seen him in such a state, and looking at him, he was involuntarily silent.


    “She will ruin you! Oh Lord! The Babylonian prostitute!”


    Mayakin’s eyes were blinking, his lips were trembling, and in rude, cynical words he began to speak of Medinskaya, irritated, with a wrathful jar in his voice.


    Foma felt that the old man spoke the truth. He now began to breathe with difficulty and he felt that his mouth had a dry, bitter taste.


    “Very well, father, enough,” he begged softly and sadly, turning aside from Mayakin.


    “Eh, you ought to get married as soon as possible!” exclaimed the old man with alarm.


    “For Christ’s sake, do not speak,” uttered Foma in a dull voice.


    Mayakin glanced at his godson and became silent. Foma’s face looked drawn; he grew pale, and there was a great deal of painful, bitter stupor in his half-open lips and in his sad look. On the right and on the left of the road a field stretched itself, covered here and there with patches of winter-raiment. Rooks were hopping busily about over the black spots, where the snow had melted. The water under the sledge-runners was splashing, the muddy snow was kicked up by the hoofs of the horses.


    “How foolish man is in his youth!” exclaimed Mayakin, in a low voice. Foma did not look at him.


    “Before him stands the stump of a tree, and yet he sees the snout of a beast — that’s how he frightens himself. Oh, oh!”


    “Speak more plainly,” said Foma, sternly.


    “What is there to say? The thing is clear: girls are cream; women are milk; women are near, girls are far. Consequently, go to Sonka, if you cannot do without it, and tell her plainly. That’s how the matter stands. Fool! If she is a sinner, you can get her more easily. Why are you so angry, then? Why so bristled up?”


    “You don’t understand,” said Foma, in a low voice.


    “What is it I do not understand? I understand everything!”


    “The heart. Man has a heart,” sighed the youth.


    Mayakin winked his eyes and said:


    “Then he has no mind.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VI


    
      
    


    WHEN Foma arrived in the city he was seized with sad, revengeful anger. He was burning with a passionate desire to insult Medinskaya, to abuse her. His teeth firmly set together, his hands thrust deep into his pockets, he walked for a few hours in succession about the deserted rooms of his house, he sternly knitted his brow, and constantly threw his chest forward. His breast was too narrow to hold his heart, which was filled with wrath. He stamped the floor with heavy and measured steps, as though he were forging his anger.


    “The vile wretch — disguised herself as an angel!” Pelageya vividly arose in his memory, and he whispered malignantly and bitterly:


    “Though a fallen woman, she is better. She did not play the hypocrite. She at once unfolded her soul and her body, and her heart is surely just as her breast — white and sound.”


    Sometimes Hope would whisper timidly in his ear:


    “Perhaps all that was said of her was a lie.”


    But he recalled the eager certainty of his godfather, and the power of his words, and this thought perished. He set his teeth more firmly together and threw his chest still more forward. Evil thoughts like splinters of wood stuck into his heart, and his heart was shattered by the acute pain they caused.


    By disparaging Medinskaya, Mayakin made her more accessible to his godson, and Foma soon understood this. A few days passed, and Foma’s agitated feelings became calm, absorbed by the spring business cares. The sorrow for the loss of the individual deadened the spite he owed the woman, and the thought of the woman’s accessibility increased his passion for her. And somehow, without perceiving it himself, he suddenly understood and resolved that he ought to go up to Sophya Pavlovna and tell her plainly, openly, just what he wanted of her — that’s all! He even felt a certain joy at this resolution, and he boldly started off to Medinskaya, thinking on the way only how to tell her best all that was necessary.


    The servants of Medinskaya were accustomed to his visits, and to his question whether the lady was at home the maid replied:


    “Please go into the drawing-room. She is there alone.”


    He became somewhat frightened, but noticing in the mirror his stately figure neatly clad with a frock-coat, and his swarthy, serious face in a frame of a downy black beard, set with large dark eyes — he raised his shoulders and confidently stepped forward through the parlour. Strange sounds of a string instrument were calmly floating to meet him; they seemed to burst into quiet, cheerless laughter, complaining of something, tenderly stirring the heart, as though imploring it for attention and having no hopes of getting it. Foma did not like to hear music — it always filled him with sadness. Even when the “machine” in the tavern played some sad tune, his heart filled with melancholy anguish, and he would either ask them to stop the “machine” or would go away some little distance feeling that he could not listen calmly to these tunes without words, but full of lamentation and tears. And now he involuntarily stopped short at the door of the drawing-room.


    A curtain of long strings of parti-coloured glass beads hung over the door. The beads had been strung so as to form a fantastic figure of some kind of plants; the strings were quietly shaking and it seemed that pale shadows of flowers were soaring in the air. This transparent curtain did not hide the inside of the drawing-room from Foma’s eyes. Seated on a couch in her favourite corner, Medinskaya played the mandolin. A large Japanese umbrella, fastened up to the wall, shaded the little woman in black by its mixture of colours; the high bronze lamp under a red lamp-shade cast on her the light of sunset. The mild sounds of the slender strings were trembling sadly in the narrow room, which was filled with soft and fragrant twilight. Now the woman lowered the mandolin on her knees and began running her fingers over the strings, also to examine fixedly something before her. Foma heaved a sigh.


    A soft sound of music soared about Medinskaya, and her face was forever changing as though shadows were falling on it, falling and melting away under the flash of her eyes.


    Foma looked at her and saw that when alone she was not quite so good-looking as in the presence of people — now her face looked older, more serious — her eyes had not the expression of kindness and gentleness, they had a rather tired and weary look. And her pose, too, was weary, as if the woman were about to stir but could not. Foma noticed that the feeling which prompted him to come to her was now changing in his heart into some other feeling. He scraped with his foot along the floor and coughed.


    “Who is that?” asked the woman, starting with alarm. And the strings trembled, issuing an alarmed sound.


    “It is I,” said Foma, pushing aside the strings of the beads.


    “Ah! But how quietly you’ve entered. I am glad to see you. Be seated! Why didn’t you come for such a long time?”


    Holding out her hand to him, she pointed with the other at a small armchair beside her, and her eyes were gaily smiling.


    “I was out on the bay inspecting my steamers,” said Foma, with exaggerated ease, moving his armchair nearer to the couch.


    “Is there much snow yet on the fields?”


    “As much as one may want. But it is already melting considerably. There is water on the roads everywhere.”


    He looked at her and smiled. Evidently Medinskaya noticed the ease of his behaviour and something new in his smile, for she adjusted her dress and drew farther away from him. Their eyes met — and Medinskaya lowered her head.


    “Melting!” said she, thoughtfully, examining the ring on her little finger.


    “Ye-es, streams everywhere.” Foma informed her, admiring his boots.


    “That’s good. Spring is coming.”


    “Now it won’t be delayed long.”


    “Spring is coming,” repeated Medinskaya, softly, as if listening to the sounds of her words.


    “People will start to fall in love,” said Foma, with a smile, and for some reason or other firmly rubbed his hands.


    “Are you preparing yourself?” asked Medinskaya, drily.


    “I have no need for it. I have been ready long ago. I am already in love for all my life.”


    She cast a glance at him, and started to play again, looking at the strings and saying pensively:


    “Spring. How good it is that you are but beginning to live. The heart is full of power, and there is nothing dark in it.”


    “Sophya Pavlovna!” exclaimed Foma, softly. She interrupted him with a caressing gesture.


    “Wait, dearest! Today I can tell you something good. Do you know, a person who has lived long has such moments that when he looks into his heart he unexpectedly finds there something long forgotten. For years it lay somewhere in the depth of his heart, but lost none of the fragrance of youth, and when memory touches it, then spring comes over that person, breathing upon him the vivifying freshness of the morning of his life. This is good, though it is very sad.”


    The strings trembled and wept under the touch of her fingers, and it seemed to Foma that their sounds and the soft voice of the woman were touching his heart gently and caressingly. But, still firm in his decision, he listened to her words and, not knowing their meaning, thought:


    “You may speak! And I won’t believe anything you may say.”


    This thought irritated him. And he felt sorry that he could not listen to her words as attentively and trustfully as before.


    “Are you thinking of how it is necessary to live?” asked the woman.


    “Sometimes I think of it, and then I forget again. I have no time for it!” said Foma and smiled. “And then, what is there to think of? It is simple. You see how others live. Well, consequently, you must imitate them.”


    “Ah, don’t do this! Spare yourself. You are so good! There is something peculiar in you; what — I do not know. But it can be felt. And it seems to me, it will be very hard for you to get along in life. I am sure, you will not go along the usual way of the people of your circle. No! You cannot be pleased with a life which is wholly devoted to gain, to hunts after the rouble, to this business of yours. Oh, no! I know, you will have a desire for something else, will you not?”


    She spoke quickly, with a look of alarm in her eyes. Looking at her, Foma thought:


    “What is she driving at?”


    And he answered her slowly:


    “Perhaps I will have a desire for something else. Perhaps I have it already.”


    Drawing up closer to him, she looked into his face and spoke convincingly:


    “Listen! Do not live like all other people! Arrange your life somehow differently. You are strong, young. You are good!”


    “And if I am good then there must be good for me!” exclaimed Foma, feeling that he was seized with agitation, and that his heart was beginning to beat with anxiety.


    “Ah, but that is not the case! Here on earth it is worse for the good people than for the bad ones!” said Medinskaya, sadly.


    And again the trembling notes of music began to dance at the touch of her fingers. Foma felt that if he did not start to say at once what was necessary, he would tell her nothing later.


    “God bless me!” he said to himself, and in a lowered voice, strengthening his heart, began:


    “Sophya Pavlovna! Enough! I have something to say. I have come to tell you: ‘Enough!’ We must deal fairly, openly. At first you have attracted me to yourself, and now you are fencing away from me. I cannot understand what you say. My mind is dull, but I can feel that you wish to hide yourself. I can see it — do you understand now what brought me here?”


    His eyes began to flash and with each word his voice became warmer and louder. She moved her body forward and said with alarm:


    “Oh, cease.”


    “No, I won’t, I will speak!”


    “I know what you want to say.”


    “You don’t know it all!” said Foma, threateningly, rising to his feet. “But I know everything about you — everything.”


    “Yes? Then the better it is for me,” said Medinskaya, calmly.


    She also arose from the couch, as though about to go away somewhere, but after a few seconds she again seated herself on the couch. Her face was serious, her lips were tightly compressed, but her eyes were lowered, and Foma could not see their expression. He thought that when he told her, “I know everything about you!” she would be frightened, she would feel ashamed and confused, would ask his forgiveness for having made sport of him. Then he would embrace her and forgive her. But that was not the case; it was he who was confused by her calmness. He looked at her, searching for words to resume his speech, but found them not.


    “It is better,” she repeated firmly and drily. “So you have learned everything, have you? And, of course, you’ve censured me, as I deserve. I understand. I am guilty before you. But no, I cannot justify myself.”


    She became silent and suddenly, lifting her hands with a nervous gesture, clasped her head, and began to adjust her hair.


    Foma heaved a deep sigh. Her words had killed in him a certain hope — a hope, whose presence in his heart he only felt now that it was dead. And shaking his head, he said, with bitter reproach:


    “There was a time when I looked at you and thought, ‘How beautiful she is, how good, the dove!’ And now you say yourself, ‘I am guilty.’ Ah!”


    The voice of the youth broke down. And the woman began to laugh softly.


    “How fine and how ridiculous you are, and what a pity that you cannot understand all this!”


    The youth looked at her, feeling himself disarmed by her caressing words and melancholy smile. That cold, harsh something, which he had in his heart against her, was now melting before the warm light of her eyes. The woman now seemed to him small, defenseless, like a child. She was saying something in a gentle voice as though imploring, and forever smiling, but he paid no attention to her words.


    “I’ve come to you,” said he, interrupting her words, “without pity. I meant to tell you everything. And yet I said nothing. I don’t feel like doing it. My heart sank. You are breathing upon me so strangely. Eh, I should not have seen you! What are you to me? It would be better for me to go away, it seems.”


    “Wait, dearest, don’t go away!” said the woman, hastily, holding out her hand to him. “Why so severe? Do not be angry at me! What am I to you? You need a different friend, a woman just as simple-minded and sound-souled as you are. She must be gay, healthy. I — I am already an old woman. I am forever worrying. My life is so empty and so weary, so empty! Do you know, when a person has grown accustomed to live merrily, and then cannot be merry, he feels bad! He desires to live cheerfully, he desires to laugh, yet he does not laugh — it is life that is laughing at him. And as to men. Listen! Like a mother, I advise you, I beg and implore you — obey no one except your own heart! Live in accordance with its promptings. Men know nothing, they cannot tell you anything that is true. Do not heed them.”


    Trying to speak as plainly and intelligibly as possible, she was agitated, and her words came incoherently hurriedly one after another. A pitiful smile played on her lips all the time, and her face was not beautiful.


    “Life is very strict. It wants all people to submit to its requests, and only the very strong ones can resist it with impunity. It is yet questionable whether they can do it! Oh, if you knew how hard it is to live. Man goes so far that he begins to fear his own self. He is split into judge and criminal — he judges his own self and seeks justification before himself. And he is willing to pass days and nights with those that despise him, and that are repulsive to him — just to avoid being alone with himself.”


    Foma lifted his head and said distrustfully, with surprise:


    “I cannot understand what it is! Lubov also says the same.”


    “Which Lubov? What does she say?”


    “My foster-sister. She says the same, — she is forever complaining of life. It is impossible to live, she says.”


    “Oh, she is yet young! And it is a great happiness that she already speaks of this.”


    “Happiness!” Foma drawled out mockingly. “It must be a fine happiness that makes people sigh and complain.”


    “You’d better listen to complaints. There is always much wisdom in these complaints of men. Oh! There is more wisdom in these complaints than anywhere else. You listen to these, — they will teach you to find your way.”


    Foma heard the woman’s voice, which sounded convincing; and perplexed, looked about him. Everything had long been familiar to him, but today it looked somewhat new to him. A mass of trifles filled the room, all the walls were covered with pictures and shelves, bright and beautiful objects were staring from every corner. The reddish light of the lamp filled one with melancholy. Twilight wrapped everything in the room, and only here and there the gold of the frames, or the white spots of marble flashed dimly. Heavy fabrics were motionlessly hanging before the doors. All this embarrassed and almost choked Foma; he felt as though he had lost his way. He was sorry for the woman. But she also irritated him.


    “Do you hear how I speak to you? I wish I were your mother, or your sister. Never before did anybody awaken in me so warm and kindred a feeling as you have done. And you, you look at me in such an unfriendly way. Do you believe me? Yes? No?”


    He looked at her and said with a sigh:


    “I don’t know. I used to believe you.”


    “And now?” she asked hastily.


    “And now — it is best for me to go! I don’t understand anything, and yet I long to understand. I do not even understand myself. On my way to you I knew what to say, and here all is confused. You have put me up on the rack, you have set me on edge. And then you tell me— ‘I am as a mother to you’ — which means — begone!”


    “Understand me, I feel sorry for you!” the woman exclaimed softly.


    Foma’s irritation against her was growing stronger and stronger, and as he went on speaking to her, his words became absurd. While he spoke, he kept on moving his shoulders as though tearing something that entangled him.


    “Sorry? What for? I do not need it. Eh, I cannot speak well! It is bad to be dumb. But — I would have told you! You did not treat me properly — indeed, why have you so enticed a man? Am I a plaything for you?”


    “I only wanted to see you by my side,” said the woman simply, in a guilty voice.


    He did not hear these words.


    “And when it came to the point, you were frightened and you shut yourself off from me. You began to repent. Ha, ha! Life is bad! And why are you always complaining of some life? What life? Man is life, and except man there is no life. You have invented some other monster. You have done this to deceive the eye, to justify yourself. You do some mischief, you lose yourself in different inventions and foolishnesses and then you sigh! Ah, life! Oh, life! And have you not done it yourself? And covering yourself with complaints, you confuse others. You have lost your way, very well, but why do you want to lead me astray? Is it wickedness that speaks in you: ‘I feel bad,’ you say, ‘let him also feel bad — there, I’ll besprinkle his heart with my poisonous tears!’ Isn’t that so? Eh! God has given you the beauty of an angel, but your heart — where is it?”


    Standing before her, he trembled in every limb, and examined her from head to foot with reproachful looks. Now his words came freely from his heart, he spoke not loud, but with power and pleasure. Her head raised, the woman stared into his face, with wide-open eyes. Her lips were trembling and deep wrinkles appeared at the corners of her mouth.


    “A beautiful person should lead a good life. While of you they say things.” Foma’s voice broke down; he raised his hand and concluded in a dull voice:


    “Goodbye!”


    “Goodbye!” said Medinskaya, softly.


    He did not give her his hand, but, turning abruptly, he walked away from her. But already at the door he felt that he was sorry for her, and he glanced at her across his shoulder. There, in the corner, she stood alone, her head bent, her hands hanging motionless.


    Understanding that he could not leave her thus, he became confused, and said softly, but without repenting:


    “Perhaps I said something offensive — forgive me! For after all I love you,” and he heaved a deep sigh.


    The woman burst into soft, nervous laughter.


    “No, you have not offended me. God speed you.”


    “Well, then goodbye!” repeated Foma in a still lower voice.


    “Yes,” replied the woman, also in a low voice.


    Foma pushed aside the strings of beads with his hand; they swung back noisily and touched his cheeks. He shuddered at this cold touch and went out, carrying away a heavy, perplexed feeling in his breast, with his heart beating as though a soft but strong net were cast over it.


    It was night by this time; the moon was shining and the frost covered the puddles with coatings of dull silver. Foma walked along the sidewalk, he broke these with his cane, and they cracked mournfully. The shadows of the houses fell on the road in black squares, and the shadows of the trees — in wonderful patterns. And some of them looked like thin hands, helplessly clutching the ground.


    “What is she doing now?” thought Foma, picturing to himself the woman, alone, in the corner of a narrow room, in the reddish half-light.


    “It is best for me to forget her,” he decided. But he could not forget her; she stood before him, provoking in him now intense pity, now irritation and even anger. And her image was so clear, and the thoughts of her were so painful, as though he was carrying this woman in his breast. A cab was coming from the opposite side, filling the silence of the night with the jarring of the wheels on the cobble-stones and with their creaking on the ice. When the cab was passing across a moonlit strip, the noise was louder and more brisk, and in the shadows it was heavier and duller. The driver and the passenger in it were shaking and hopping about; for some reason or other they both bent forward and together with the horse formed one big, black mass. The street was speckled with spots of light and shade, but in the distance the darkness seemed thick as though the street were fenced off by a wall, rising from earth to the skies. Somehow it occurred to Foma that these people did not know whither they were going. And he, too, did not know whither he was going. His house rose before his imagination — six big rooms, where he lived alone. Aunt Anfisa had gone to the cloister, perhaps never to return — she might die there. At home were Ivan, the old deaf dvornik, the old maid, Sekleteya, his cook and servant, and a black, shaggy dog, with a snout as blunt as that of a sheat-fish. And the dog, too, was old.


    “Perhaps I really ought to get married,” thought Foma, with a sigh.


    But the very thought of how easy it was for him to get married made him ill at ease, and even ridiculous in his own eyes. It were but necessary to ask his godfather tomorrow for a bride, — and before a month would pass, a woman would live with him in his house. And she would be near him day and night. He would say to her: “Let’s go for a walk!” and she would go. He would tell her: “Let’s go to sleep!” and again she would go. Should she desire to kiss him, she would kiss him, even though he did not like it. And if he should tell her: “Go away, I don’t want it,” she would feel offended. What would he speak to her about? What would she tell him? He thought and pictured to himself young ladies of his acquaintance, daughters of merchants. Some of them were very pretty, and he knew that any one of them would marry him willingly. But he did not care to have any of them as his wife. How awkward and shameful it must be when a girl becomes a wife. And what does the newly-married couple say to each other after the wedding, in the bedroom? Foma tried to think what he would say in such a case, and confused, he began to laugh, finding no appropriate words. Then he recalled Luba Mayakin. She would surely be first to say something, uttering some unintelligible words, which were foreign to herself. Somehow it seemed to him that all her words were foreign, and she did not speak as was proper for a girl of her age, appearance and descent.


    And here his thoughts rested on Lubov’s complaints. His gait became slower; he was now astounded by the fact that all the people that were near to him and with whom he talked a great deal, always spoke to him of life. His father, his aunt, his godfather, Lubov, Sophya Pavlovna, all these either taught him to understand life, or complained of it. He recalled the words said by the old man on the steamer about Fate, and many other remarks on life, reproaches and bitter complaints against it, which he happened to hear from all sorts of people.


    “What does it mean?” he thought, “what is life, if it is not man? And man always speaks as if life were something else, something outside of man, and that something hinders him from living. Perhaps it is the devil?”


    A painful feeling of fear fell on the youth; he shuddered and hastily looked around. The street was deserted and quiet; the dark windows of the houses stared dimly into the dark of night, and along the walls and fences Foma’s shadow followed him.


    “Driver!” he cried out aloud, quickening his steps. The shadow started and crawled after him, frightened, black, silent. It seemed to Foma that there was a cold breath behind him, and that something huge, invisible, and terrible was overtaking him. Frightened, he almost ran to meet the cab, which appeared noisily from the darkness, and when he seated himself in the cab, he dared not look back, though he wished to do so.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VII


    
      
    


    ABOUT a week passed since Foma spoke to Medinskaya. And her image stood fixedly before Foma by night and by day, awakening in his heart a gnawing feeling of anxiety. He longed to go to her, and was so much afflicted over her that even his bones were aching from the desire of his heart to be near her again. But he was sternly silent; he frowned and did not care to yield to this desire, industriously occupying himself with his affairs and provoking in himself a feeling of anger against the woman. He felt that if he went up to her, he would no longer find her to be the same as he had left her; something must have changed within her after that conversation, and she would no longer receive him as cordially as before, would not smile at him the clear smile that used to awaken in him strange thoughts and hopes. Fearing that all this was lost and that something else must have taken its place, he restrained himself and suffered.


    His work and his longing for the woman did not hinder him from thinking of life. He did not philosophize about this enigma, which was already stirring a feeling of alarm in his heart; he was not able to argue, but he began to listen attentively to everything that men said of life, and he tried to remember their words. They did not make anything clear to him; nay, they increased his perplexity and prompted him to regard them suspiciously. They were clever, cunning and sensible — he saw it; in dealings with them it was always necessary to be on one’s guard; he knew already that in important matters none of them spoke as they thought. And watching them carefully, he felt that their sighs and their complaints of life awakened in him distrust. Silently he looked at everybody with suspicion, and a thin wrinkle masked his forehead.


    One morning his godfather said to him on the Exchange:


    “Anany has arrived. He would like to see you. Go up to him toward evening, and see that you hold your tongue. Anany will try to loosen it in order to make you talk on business matters. He is cunning, the old devil; he is a holy fox; he’ll lift his eyes toward heaven, and meanwhile will put his paw into your pocket and grab your purse. Be on your guard.”


    “Do we owe him anything?” asked Foma.


    “Of course! We haven’t paid yet for the barge, and then fifty five-fathom beams were taken from him not long ago. If he wants everything at once — don’t give. A rouble is a sticky thing; the longer it turns about in your hand, the more copecks will stick to it. A rouble is like a good pigeon — it goes up in the air, you turn around and see — it has brought a whole flock with it into the pigeon-house.”


    “But how can we help paying it now, if he demands it?”


    “Let him cry and ask for it — and you roar — but don’t give it to him.”


    “I’ll go up there soon.”


    Anany Savvich Shchurov was a rich lumber-dealer, had a big saw-mill, built barges and ran rafts. He had had dealings with Ignat, and Foma had more than once seen this tall, heavily-bearded, long-armed, white-haired old man, who kept himself as erect as a pine-tree. His big, handsome figure, his open face and his clear eyes called forth in Foma a feeling of respect for Shchurov, although he heard it rumoured that this lumber-dealer had gained his wealth not by honest toil and that he was leading an evil life at home, in an obscure village of the forest district; and Ignat had told Foma that when Shchurov was young and was but a poor peasant, he sheltered a convict in the bath-house, in his garden, and that there the convict made counterfeit money for him. Since that time Anany began to grow rich. One day his bathhouse burned down, and in the ashes they discovered the corpse of a man with a fractured skull. There was a rumour in the village that Shchurov himself had killed his workman — killed and then burned him. Such things had happened more than once with the good-looking old man; but similar rumours were on foot with reference to many a rich man in town — they had all, it was said, hoarded up their millions by way of robberies, murders and, mainly, by passing counterfeit money. Foma had heard such stories in his childhood and he never before considered whether they were true or not.


    He also knew that Shchurov had got rid of two wives — one of them died during the first night of the wedding, in Anany’s embraces. Then he took his son’s wife away from him, and his son took to drink for grief and would have perished in drunkenness had he not come to himself in time and gone off to save himself in a hermitage, in Irgiz. And when his mistress-daughter-in-law had passed away, Shchurov took into his house a dumb beggar-girl, who was living with him to this day, and who had recently borne him a dead child. On his way to the hotel, where Anany stayed, Foma involuntarily recalled all this, and felt that Shchurov had become strangely interesting to him.


    When Foma opened the door and stopped respectfully on the threshold of the small room, whose only window overlooked the rusty roof of the neighbouring house, he noticed that the old Shchurov had just risen from sleep, and sitting on his bed, leaning his hands against it, he stared at the ground; and he was so bent that his long, white beard fell over his knees. But even bent, he was large.


    “Who entered?” asked Anany in a hoarse and angry voice, without lifting his head.


    “I. How do you do, Anany Savvich?”


    The old man raised his head slowly and, winking his large eyes, looked at Foma.


    “Ignat’s son, is that right?”


    “The same.”


    “Well, come over here, sit down by the window. Let me see how you’ve grown up. Will you not have a glass of tea with me?”


    “I wouldn’t mind.”


    “Waiter!” cried the old man, expanding his chest, and, taking his beard in his hand, he began to examine Foma in silence. Foma also looked at him stealthily.


    The old man’s lofty forehead was all covered with wrinkles, and its skin was dark. Gray, curly locks covered his temples and his sharp-pointed ears; his calm blue eyes lent the upper part of his face a wise and good expression. But his cheeks and his lips were thick and red, and seemed out of place on his face. His thin, long nose was turned downward as though it wished to hide itself in his white moustache; the old man moved his lips, and from beneath them small, yellow teeth were gleaming. He had on a pink calico shirt, a silk belt around his waist, and black, loose trousers, which were tucked into his boots. Foma stared at his lips and thought that the old man was surely such as he was said to be.


    “As a boy you looked more like your father,” said Shchurov suddenly, and sighed. Then, after a moment’s silence, he asked: “Do you remember your father? Do you ever pray for him? You must, you must pray!” he went on, after he heard Foma’s brief answer. “Ignat was a terrible sinner, and he died without repentance, taken unawares. He was a great sinner!”


    “He was not more sinful than others,” replied Foma, angrily, offended in his father’s behalf.


    “Than who, for instance?” demanded Shchurov, strictly.


    “Are there not plenty of sinners?”


    “There is but one man on earth more sinful than was the late Ignat — and that is that cursed heathen, your godfather Yashka,” ejaculated the old man.


    “Are you sure of it?” inquired Foma, smiling.


    “I? Of course, I am!” said Shchurov, confidently, nodding his head, and his eyes became somewhat darker. “I will also appear before the Lord, and that not sinless. I shall bring with me a heavy burden before His holy countenance. I have been pleasing the devil myself, only I trust to God for His mercy, while Yashka believes in nothing, neither in dreams, nor in the singing of birds. Yashka does not believe in God, this I know! And for his non-belief he will yet receive his punishment on earth.”


    “Are you sure of this, too?”


    “Yes, I am. And don’t you think I also know that you consider it ludicrous to listen to me. What a sagacious fellow, indeed! But he who has committed many sins is always wise. Sin is a teacher. That’s why Yashka Mayakin is extraordinarily clever.”


    Listening to the old man’s hoarse and confident voice, Foma thought:


    “He is scenting death, it seems.”


    The waiter, a small man, with a face which was pale and characterless, brought in the samovar and quickly hastened out of the room, with short steps. The old man was undoing some bundles on the window-sill and said, without looking at Foma:


    “You are bold, and the look of your eyes is dark. Before, there used to be more light-eyed people, because then the souls used to be brighter. Before, everything was simpler — both the people and the sins, and now everything has become complicated. Eh, eh!”


    He made tea, seated himself opposite Foma and went on again:


    “Your father at your age was a water-pumper and stayed with the fleet near our village. At your age Ignat was as clear to me as glass. At a single glance you could tell what sort of a man he was. While you — here I am looking at you, but cannot see what you are. Who are you? You don’t know it yourself, my lad, and that’s why you’ll suffer. Everybody nowadays must suffer, because they do not know themselves. Life is a mass of wind-fallen trees, and you must know how to find your way through it. Where is it? All are going astray, and the devil is delighted. Are you married?”


    “Not yet,” said Foma.


    “There again, you are not married, and yet, I’m quite sure, you are not pure any longer. Well, are you working hard in your business?”


    “Sometimes. Meanwhile I am with my godfather.”


    “What sort of work is it you have nowadays?” said the old man, shaking his head, and his eyes were constantly twinkling, now turning dark, now brightening up again. “You have no labour now! In former years the merchant travelled with horses on business. Even at night, in snowstorms, he used to go! Murderers used to wait for him on the road and kill him. And he died a martyr, washing his sins away with blood. Now they travel by rail; they are sending telegrams, or they’ve even invented something that a man may speak in his office and you can hear him five miles away. There the devil surely has a hand in it! A man sits, without motion, and commits sins merely because he feels lonesome, because he has nothing to do: the machine does all his work. He has no work, and without toil man is ruined! He has provided himself with machines and thinks it is good! While the machine is the devil’s trap for you. He thus catches you in it. While toiling, you find no time for sin, but having a machine — you have freedom. Freedom kills a man, even as the sunbeams kill the worm, the dweller of the depth of earth. Freedom kills man!”


    And pronouncing his words distinctly and positively, the old Anany struck the table four times with his finger. His face beamed triumphantly, his chest rose high, and over it the silver hair of his beard shook noiselessly. Dread fell on Foma as he looked at him and listened to his words, for there was a ring of firm faith in them, and it was the power of this faith that confused Foma. He had already forgotten all he knew about the old man, all of which he had but a while ago believed to be true.


    “Whoever gives freedom to his body, kills his soul!” said Anany, looking at Foma so strangely as if he saw behind him somebody, who was grieved and frightened by his words; and whose fear and pain delighted him. “All you people of today will perish through freedom. The devil has captured you — he has taken toil away from you, and slipped machines and telegrams into your hands. How freedom eats into the souls of men! Just tell me, why are the children worse than their fathers? Because of their freedom, yes. That’s why they drink and lead depraved lives with women. They have less strength because they have less work, and they have not the spirit of cheerfulness because they have no worries. Cheerfulness comes in time of rest, while nowadays no one is getting tired.”


    “Well,” said Foma, softly, “they were leading depraved lives and drinking just as much in former days as now, I suppose.”


    “Do you know it? You should keep silence!” cried Anany, flashing his eyes sternly. “In former days man had more strength, and the sins were according to his strength. While you, of today, have less strength, and more sins, and your sins are more disgusting. Then men were like oak-trees. And God’s judgment will also be in accordance with their strength. Their bodies will be weighed, and angels will measure their blood, and the angels of God will see that the weight of the sins does not exceed the weight of the body and the blood. Do you understand? God will not condemn the wolf for devouring a sheep, but if a miserable rat should be guilty of the sheep’s death, God will condemn the rat!”


    “How can a man tell how God will judge man?” asked Foma, thoughtfully. “A visible trial is necessary.”


    “Why a visible trial?”


    “That people might understand.”


    “Who, but the Lord, is my judge?”


    Foma glanced at the old man and lowering his head, became silent. He again recalled the fugitive convict, who was killed and burnt by Shchurov, and again he believed that it really was so. And the women — his wives and his mistresses — had surely been hastened toward their graves by this old man’s caresses; he had crushed them with his bony chest, drunk the sap of their life with these thick lips of his which were scarlet yet from the clotted blood of the women, who died in the embraces of his long sinewy arms. And now, awaiting death, which was already somewhere beside him, he counts his sins, judges others, and perhaps judges himself, and says:


    “Who, but the Lord, is my judge?”


    “Is he afraid or not?” Foma asked himself and became pensive, stealthily scrutinising the old man.


    “Yes, my lad! Think,” spoke Shchurov, shaking his head, “think, how you are to live. The capital in your heart is small, and your habits are great, see that you are not reduced to bankruptcy before your own self! Ho-ho-ho!”


    “How can you tell what and how much I have within my heart?” said Foma, gloomily, offended by his laughter.


    “I can see it! I know everything, because I have lived long! Oh-ho-ho! How long I have lived! Trees have grown up and been cut down, and houses built out of them, and even the houses have grown old. While I have seen all this and am still alive, and when, at times, I recall my life, I think, ‘Is it possible that one man could accomplish so much? Is it possible that I have witnessed all this?’” The old man glanced at Foma sternly, shook his head and became silent.


    It became quiet. Outside the window something was softly rustling on the roof of the house; the rattle of wheels and the muffled sounds of conversation were heard from below, from the street. The samovar on the table sang a sad tune. Shchurov was fixedly staring into his glass of tea, stroking his beard, and one could hear that something rattled in his breast, as if some burden was turning about in it.


    “It’s hard for you to live without your father, isn’t it?” said he.


    “I am getting used to it,” replied Foma.


    “You are rich, and when Yakov dies, you will be richer still. He’ll leave everything to you.”


    “I don’t need it.”


    “To whom else should he leave it? He has but one daughter, and you ought to marry that daughter, and that she is your godsister and foster-sister — no matter! That can be arranged — and then you would be married. What good is there in the life you are now leading? I suppose you are forever running about with the girls?”


    “No.”


    “You don’t say! Eh, eh, eh! the merchant is passing away. A certain forester told me — I don’t know whether he lied or not — that in former days the dogs were wolves, and then degenerated into dogs. It is the same with our calling; we will soon also be dogs. We will take up science, put stylish hats on our heads, we’ll do everything that is necessary in order to lose our features, and there will be nothing by which to distinguish us from other people. It has become a custom to make Gymnasium students of all children. The merchants, the nobles, the commoners — all are adjusted to match the same colour. They dress them in gray and teach them all the same subjects. They grow man even as they grow a tree. Why do they do it? No one knows. Even a log could be told from another by its knot at least, while here they want to plane the people over so that all of them should look alike. The coffin is already waiting for us old people. Ye-es! It may be that about fifty years hence, no one will believe that I lived in this world. I, Anany, the son of Savva, by the surname of Shchurov. So! And that I, Anany, feared no one, save God. And that in my youth I was a peasant, that all the land I possessed then was two desyatins and a quarter; while toward my old age I have hoarded up eleven thousand desyatins, all forests, and perhaps two millions in cash.”


    “There, they always speak of money!” said Foma, with dissatisfaction. “What joy does man derive from money?” “Mm,” bellowed Shchurov. “You will make a poor merchant, if you do not understand the power of money.”


    “Who does understand it?” asked Foma.


    “I!” said Shchurov, with confidence. “And every clever man. Yashka understands it. Money? That is a great deal, my lad! Just spread it out before you and think, ‘What does it contain?’ Then will you know that all this is human strength, human mind. Thousands of people have put their life into your money and thousands more will do it. And you can throw it all into the fire and see how the money is burning, and at that moment you will consider yourself master.”


    “But nobody does this.”


    “Because fools have no money. Money is invested in business. Business gives bread to the masses. And you are master over all those masses. Wherefore did God create man? That man should pray to Him. He was alone and He felt lonesome, so He began to desire power, and as man was created in the image of the Lord, man also desires power. And what, save money, can give power? That’s the way. Well, and you — have you brought me money?”


    “No,” answered Foma. From the words of the old man Foma’s head was heavy and troubled, and he was glad that the conversation had, at last, turned to business matters.


    “That isn’t right,” said Shchurov, sternly knitting his brow. “It is overdue — you must pay.


    “You’ll get a half of it tomorrow.”


    “Why a half? Why not all?”


    “We are badly in need of money now.”


    “And haven’t you any? But I also need it.”


    “Wait a little.”


    “Eh, my lad, I will not wait! You are not your father. Youngsters like you, milksops, are an unreliable lot. In a month you may break up the whole business. And I would be the loser for it. You give me all the money tomorrow, or I’ll protest the notes. It wouldn’t take me long to do it!”


    Foma looked at Shchurov, with astonishment. It was not at all that same old man, who but a moment ago spoke so sagaciously about the devil. Then his face and his eyes seemed different, and now he looked fierce, his lips smiled pitilessly, and the veins on his cheeks, near his nostrils, were eagerly trembling. Foma saw that if he did not pay him at once, Shchurov would indeed not spare him and would dishonour the firm by protesting the notes.


    “Evidently business is poor?” grinned Shchurov. “Well, tell the truth — where have you squandered your father’s money?”


    Foma wanted to test the old man:


    “Business is none too brisk,” said he, with a frown. “We have no contracts. We have received no earnest money, and so it is rather hard.”


    “So-o! Shall I help you out?”


    “Be so kind. Postpone the day of payment,” begged Foma, modestly lowering his eyes.


    “Mm. Shall I assist you out of my friendship for your father? Well, be it so, I’ll do it.”


    “And for how long will you postpone it?” inquired Foma.


    “For six months.”


    “I thank you humbly.”


    “Don’t mention it. You owe me eleven thousand six hundred roubles. Now listen: rewrite the notes for the amount of fifteen thousand, pay me the interest on this sum in advance. And as security I’ll take a mortgage on your two barges.”


    Foma rose from the chair and said, with a smile:


    “Send me the notes tomorrow. I’ll pay you in full.”


    Shchurov also rose from his chair and, without lowering his eyes at Foma’s sarcastic look, said, calmly scratching his chest:


    “That’s all right.”


    “Thank you for your kindness.”


    “That’s nothing! You don’t give me a chance, or I would have shown you my kindness!” said the old man lazily, showing his teeth.


    “Yes! If one should fall into your hands—”


    “He’d find it warm—”


    “I am sure you’d make it warm for him.”


    “Well, my lad, that will do!” said Shchurov, sternly. “Though you consider yourself quite clever, it is rather too soon. You’ve gained nothing, and already you began to boast! But you just win from me — then you may shout for joy. Goodbye. Have all the money for tomorrow.”


    “Don’t let that trouble you. Goodbye!”


    “God be with you!”


    When Foma came out of the room he heard that the old man gave a slow, loud yawn, and then began to hum in a rather hoarse bass:


    “Open for us the doors of mercy. Oh blessed Virgin Mary!”


    Foma carried away with him from the old man a double feeling. Shchurov pleased him and at the same time was repulsive to him.


    He recalled the old man’s words about sin, thought of the power of his faith in the mercy of the Lord, and the old man aroused in Foma a feeling akin to respect.


    “He, too, speaks of life; he knows his sins; but does not weep over them, does not complain of them. He has sinned — and he is willing to stand the consequences. Yes. And she?” He recalled Medinskaya, and his heart contracted with pain.


    “And she is repenting. It is hard to tell whether she does it purposely, in order to hide from justice, or whether her heart is really aching. ‘Who, but the Lord,’ says he, ‘is to judge me?’ That’s how it is.”


    It seemed to Foma that he envied Anany, and the youth hastened to recall Shchurov’s attempts to swindle him. This called forth in him an aversion for the old man He could not reconcile his feelings and, perplexed, he smiled.


    “Well, I have just been at Shchurov’s,” he said, coming to Mayakin and seating himself by the table.


    Mayakin, in a greasy morning-gown, a counting-board in his hand, began to move about in his leather-covered arm-chair impatiently, and said with animation:


    “Pour out some tea for him, Lubava! Tell me, Foma, I must be in the City Council at nine o’clock; tell me all about it, make haste!”


    Smiling, Foma related to him how Shchurov suggested to rewrite the notes.


    “Eh!” exclaimed Yakov Tarasovich regretfully, with a shake of the head. “You’ve spoilt the whole mass for me, dear! How could you be so straightforward in your dealings with the man? Psha! The devil drove me to send you there! I should have gone myself. I would have turned him around my finger!”


    “Hardly! He says, ‘I am an oak.’”


    “An oak? And I am a saw. An oak! An oak is a good tree, but its fruits are good for swine only. So it comes out that an oak is simply a blockhead.”


    “But it’s all the same, we have to pay, anyway.”


    “Clever people are in no hurry about this; while you are ready to run as fast as you can to pay the money. What a merchant you are!”


    Yakov Tarasovich was positively dissatisfied with his godson. He frowned and in an angry manner ordered his daughter, who was silently pouring out tea:


    “Push the sugar nearer to me. Don’t you see that I can’t reach it?”


    Lubov’s face was pale, her eyes seemed troubled, and her hands moved lazily and awkwardly. Foma looked at her and thought:


    “How meek she is in the presence of her father.”


    “What did he speak to you about?” asked Mayakin.


    “About sins.”


    “Well, of course! His own affair is dearest to each and every man. And he is a manufacturer of sins. Both in the galleys and in hell they have long been weeping and longing for him, waiting for him impatiently.”


    “He speaks with weight,” said Foma, thoughtfully, stirring his tea.


    “Did he abuse me?” inquired Mayakin, with a malicious grimace.


    “Somewhat.”


    “And what did you do?”


    “I listened.”


    “Mm! And what did you hear?”


    “‘The strong,’ he says, ‘will be forgiven; but there is no forgiveness for the weak.’”


    “Just think of it! What wisdom! Even the fleas know that.”


    For some reason or another, the contempt with which Mayakin regarded Shchurov, irritated Foma, and, looking into the old man’s face, he said with a grin:


    “But he doesn’t like you.”


    “Nobody likes me, my dear,” said Mayakin, proudly. “There is no reason why they should like me. I am no girl. But they respect me. And they respect only those they fear.” And the old man winked at his godson boastfully.


    “He speaks with weight,” repeated Foma. “He is complaining. ‘The real merchant,’ says he, ‘is passing away. All people are taught the same thing,’ he says: ‘so that all may be equal, looking alike.”’


    “Does he consider it wrong?”


    “Evidently so.”


    “Fo-o-o-l!” Mayakin drawled out, with contempt.


    “Why? Is it good?” asked Foma, looking at his godfather suspiciously.


    “We do not know what is good; but we can see what is wise. When we see that all sorts of people are driven together in one place and are all inspired there with one and the same idea — then must we acknowledge that it is wise. Because — what is a man in the empire? Nothing more than a simple brick, and all bricks must be of the same size. Do you understand? And those people that are of equal height and weight — I can place in any position I like.”


    “And whom does it please to be a brick?” said Foma, morosely.


    “It is not a question of pleasing, it is a matter of fact. If you are made of hard material, they cannot plane you. It is not everybody’s phiz that you can rub off. But some people, when beaten with a hammer, turn into gold. And if the head happens to crack — what can you do? It merely shows it was weak.”


    “He also spoke about toil. ‘Everything,’ he says, ‘is done by machinery, and thus are men spoiled.”’


    “He is out of his wits!” Mayakin waved his hand disdainfully. “I am surprised, what an appetite you have for all sorts of nonsense! What does it come from?”


    “Isn’t that true, either?” asked Foma, breaking into stern laughter.


    “What true thing can he know? A machine! The old blockhead should have thought— ‘what is the machine made of?’ Of iron! Consequently, it need not be pitied; it is wound up — and it forges roubles for you. Without any words, without trouble, you set it into motion and it revolves. While a man, he is uneasy and wretched; he is often very wretched. He wails, grieves, weeps, begs. Sometimes he gets drunk. Ah, how much there is in him that is superfluous to me! While a machine is like an arshin (yardstick), it contains exactly so much as the work required. Well, I am going to dress. It is time.”


    He rose and went away, loudly scraping with his slippers along the floor. Foma glanced after him and said softly, with a frown:


    “The devil himself could not see through all this. One says this, the other, that.”


    “It is precisely the same with books,” said Lubov in a low voice.


    Foma looked at her, smiling good-naturedly. And she answered him with a vague smile.


    Her eyes looked fatigued and sad.


    “You still keep on reading?” asked Foma.


    “Yes,” the girl answered sadly.


    “And are you still lonesome?”


    “I feel disgusted, because I am alone. There’s no one here to say a word to.”


    “That’s bad.”


    She said nothing to this, but, lowering her head, she slowly began to finger the fringes of the towel.


    “You ought to get married,” said Foma, feeling that he pitied her.


    “Leave me alone, please,” answered Lubov, wrinkling her forehead.


    “Why leave you alone? You will get married, I am sure.”


    “There!” exclaimed the girl softly, with a sigh. “That’s just what I am thinking of — it is necessary. That is, I’ll have to get married. But how? Do you know, I feel now as though a mist stood between other people and myself — a thick, thick mist!”


    “That’s from your books,” Foma interposed confidently.


    “Wait! And I cease to understand what is going on about me. Nothing pleases me. Everything has become strange to me. Nothing is as it should be. Everything is wrong. I see it. I understand it, yet I cannot say that it is wrong, and why it is so.”


    “It is not so, not so,” muttered Foma. “That’s from your books. Yes. Although I also feel that it’s wrong. Perhaps that is because we are so young and foolish.”


    “At first it seemed to me,” said Lubov, not listening to him, “that everything in the books was clear to me. But now—”


    “Drop your books,” suggested Foma, with contempt.


    “Ah, don’t say that! How can I drop them? You know how many different ideas there are in the world! O Lord! They’re such ideas that set your head afire. According to a certain book everything that exists on earth is rational.”


    “Everything?” asked Foma.


    “Everything! While another book says the contrary is true.”


    “Wait! Now isn’t this nonsense?”


    “What were you discussing?” asked Mayakin, appearing at the door, in a long frock-coat and with several medals on his collar and his breast.


    “Just so,” said Lubov, morosely.


    “We spoke about books,” added Foma.


    “What kind of books?”


    “The books she is reading. She read that everything on earth is rational.”


    “Really!”


    “Well, and I say it is a lie!”


    “Yes.” Yakov Tarasovich became thoughtful, he pinched his beard and winked his eyes a little.


    “What kind of a book is it?” he asked his daughter, after a pause.


    “A little yellow-covered book,” said Lubov, unwillingly.


    “Just put that book on my table. That is said not without reflection — everything on earth is rational! See someone thought of it. Yes. It is even very cleverly expressed. And were it not for the fools, it might have been perfectly correct. But as fools are always in the wrong place, it cannot be said that everything on earth is rational. And yet, I’ll look at the book. Maybe there is common sense in it. Goodbye, Foma! Will you stay here, or do you want to drive with me?”


    “I’ll stay here a little longer.”


    “Very well.”


    Lubov and Foma again remained alone.


    “What a man your father is,” said Foma, nodding his head toward the direction of his godfather.


    “Well, what kind of a man do you think he is?”


    “He retorts every call, and wants to cover everything with his words.”


    “Yes, he is clever. And yet he does not understand how painful my life is,” said Lubov, sadly.


    “Neither do I understand it. You imagine too much.”


    “What do I imagine?” cried the girl, irritated.


    “Why, all these are not your own ideas. They are someone else’s.”


    “Someone else’s. Someone else’s.”


    She felt like saying something harsh; but broke down and became silent. Foma looked at her and, setting Medinskaya by her side, thought sadly:


    “How different everything is — both men and women — and you never feel alike.”


    They sat opposite each other; both were lost in thought, and neither one looked at the other. It was getting dark outside, and in the room it was quite dark already. The wind was shaking the linden-trees, and their branches seemed to clutch at the walls of the house, as though they felt cold and implored for shelter in the rooms.


    “Luba!” said Foma, softly.


    She raised her head and looked at him.


    “Do you know, I have quarrelled with Medinskaya.”


    “Why?” asked Luba, brightening up.


    “So. It came about that she offended me. Yes, she offended me.”


    “Well, it’s good that you’ve quarrelled with her,” said the girl, approvingly, “for she would have turned your head. She is a vile creature; she is a coquette, even worse than that. Oh, what things I know about her!”


    “She’s not at all a vile creature,” said Foma, morosely. “And you don’t know anything about her. You are all lying!”


    “Oh, I beg your pardon!”


    “No. See here, Luba,” said Foma, softly, in a beseeching tone, “don’t speak ill of her in my presence. It isn’t necessary. I know everything. By God! She told me everything herself.”


    “Herself!” exclaimed Luba, in astonishment. “What a strange woman she is! What did she tell you?”


    “That she is guilty,” Foma ejaculated with difficulty, with a wry smile.


    “Is that all?” There was a ring of disappointment in the girl’s question; Foma heard it and asked hopefully:


    “Isn’t that enough?”


    “What will you do now?”


    “That’s just what I am thinking about.”


    “Do you love her very much?”


    Foma was silent. He looked into the window and answered confusedly:


    “I don’t know. But it seems to me that now I love her more than before.”


    “Than before the quarrel?”


    “Yes.”


    “I wonder how one can love such a woman!” said the girl, shrugging her shoulders.


    “Love such a woman? Of course! Why not?” exclaimed Foma.


    “I can’t understand it. I think, you have become attached to her just because you have not met a better woman.”


    “No, I have not met a better one!” Foma assented, and after a moment’s silence said shyly, “Perhaps there is none better.”


    “Among our people,” Lubov interposed.


    “I need her very badly! Because, you see, I feel ashamed before her.”


    “Why so?”


    “Oh, in general, I fear her; that is, I would not want her to think ill of me, as of others. Sometimes I feel disgusted. I think — wouldn’t it be a great idea to go out on such a spree that all my veins would start tingling. And then I recall her and I do not venture. And so everything else, I think of her, ‘What if she finds it out?’ and I am afraid to do it.”


    “Yes,” the girl drawled out thoughtfully, “that shows that you love her. I would also be like this. If I loved, I would think of him — of what he might say...”


    “And everything about her is so peculiar,” Foma related softly. “She speaks in a way all her own. And, God! How beautiful she is! And then she is so small, like a child.”


    “And what took place between you?” asked Lubov.


    Foma moved his chair closer to her, and stooping, he lowered his voice for some reason or other, and began to relate to her all that had taken place between him and Medinskaya. He spoke, and as he recalled the words he said to Medinskaya, the sentiments that called forth the words were also awakened in him.


    “I told her, ‘Oh, you! why did you make sport of me?’” he said angrily and with reproach.


    And Luba, her cheeks aflame with animation, spurred him on, nodding her head approvingly:


    “That’s it! That’s good! Well, and she?”


    “She was silent!” said Foma, sadly, with a shrug of the shoulders. “That is, she said different things; but what’s the use?”


    He waved his hand and became silent. Luba, playing with her braid, was also silent. The samovar had already become cold. And the dimness in the room was growing thicker and thicker, outside the window it was heavy with darkness, and the black branches of the linden-trees were shaking pensively.


    “You might light the lamp,” Foma went on.


    “How unhappy we both are,” said Luba, with a sigh.


    Foma did not like this.


    “I am not unhappy,” he objected in a firm voice. “I am simply — not yet accustomed to life.”


    “He who knows not what he is going to do tomorrow, is unhappy,” said Luba, sadly. “I do not know it, neither do you. Whither go? Yet go we must, Why is it that my heart is never at ease? Some kind of a longing is always quivering within it.”


    “It is the same with me,” said Foma. “I start to reflect, but on what? I cannot make it clear to myself. There is also a painful gnawing in my heart. Eh! But I must go up to the club.”


    “Don’t go away,” Luba entreated.


    “I must. Somebody is waiting there for me. I am going. Goodbye!”


    “Till we meet again!” She held out her hand to him and sadly looked into his eyes.


    “Will you go to sleep now?” asked Foma, firmly shaking her hand.


    “I’ll read a little.”


    “You’re to your books as the drunkard to his whisky,” said the youth, with pity.


    “What is there that is better?”


    Walking along the street he looked at the windows of the house and in one of them he noticed Luba’s face. It was just as vague as everything that the girl told him, even as vague as her longings. Foma nodded his head toward her and with a consciousness of his superiority over her, thought:


    “She has also lost her way, like the other one.”


    At this recollection he shook his head, as though he wanted to frighten away the thought of Medinskaya, and quickened his steps.


    Night was coming on, and the air was fresh. A cold, invigorating wind was violently raging in the street, driving the dust along the sidewalks and throwing it into the faces of the passers-by. It was dark, and people were hastily striding along in the darkness. Foma wrinkled his face, for the dust filled his eyes, and thought:


    “If it is a woman I meet now — then it will mean that Sophya Pavlovna will receive me in a friendly way, as before. I am going to see her tomorrow. And if it is a man — I won’t go tomorrow, I’ll wait.”


    But it was a dog that came to meet him, and this irritated Foma to such an extent that he felt like striking him with his cane.


    In the refreshment-room of the club, Foma was met by the jovial Ookhtishchev. He stood at the door, and chatted with a certain stout, whiskered man; but, noticing Gordyeeff, he came forward to meet him, saying, with a smile:


    “How do you do, modest millionaire!” Foma rather liked him for his jolly mood, and was always pleased to meet him.


    Firmly and kind-heartedly shaking Ookhtishchev’s hand, Foma asked him:


    “And what makes you think that I am modest?”


    “What a question! A man, who lives like a hermit, who neither drinks, nor plays, nor likes any women. By the way, do you know, Foma Ignatyevich, that peerless patroness of ours is going abroad tomorrow for the whole summer?”


    “Sophya Pavlovna?” asked Foma, slowly. “Of course! The sun of my life is setting. And, perhaps, of yours as well?”


    Ookhtishchev made a comical, sly grimace and looked into Foma’s face.


    And Foma stood before him, feeling that his head was lowering on his breast, and that he was unable to hinder it.


    “Yes, the radiant Aurora.”


    “Is Medinskaya going away?” a deep bass voice asked. “That’s fine! I am glad.”


    “May I know why?” exclaimed Ookhtishchev. Foma smiled sheepishly and stared in confusion at the whiskered man, Ookhtishchev’s interlocutor.


    That man was stroking his moustache with an air of importance, and deep, heavy, repulsive words fell from his lips on Foma’s ears.


    “Because, you see, there will be one co-cot-te less in town.”


    “Shame, Martin Nikitich!” said Ookhtishchev, reproachfully, knitting his brow.


    “How do you know that she is a coquette?” asked Foma, sternly, coming closer to the whiskered man. The man measured him with a scornful look, turned aside and moving his thigh, drawled out:


    “I didn’t say — coquette.”


    “Martin Nikitich, you mustn’t speak that way about a woman who—” began Ookhtishchev in a convincing tone, but Foma interrupted him:


    “Excuse me, just a moment! I wish to ask the gentleman, what is the meaning of the word he said?”


    And as he articulated this firmly and calmly, Foma thrust his hands deep into his trousers-pockets, threw his chest forward, which at once gave his figure an attitude of defiance. The whiskered gentleman again eyed Foma with a sarcastic smile.


    “Gentlemen!” exclaimed Ookhtishchev, softly.


    “I said, co-cot-te,” pronounced the whiskered man, moving his lips as if he tasted the word. “And if you don’t understand it, I can explain it to you.”


    “You had better explain it,” said Foma, with a deep sigh, not lifting his eyes off the man.


    Ookhtishchev clasped his hands and rushed aside.


    “A cocotte, if you want to know it, is a prostitute,” said the whiskered man in a low voice, moving his big, fat face closer to Foma.


    Foma gave a soft growl and, before the whiskered man had time to move away, he clutched with his right hand his curly, grayish hair. With a convulsive movement of the hand, Foma began to shake the man’s head and his big, solid body; lifting up his left hand, he spoke in a dull voice, keeping time to the punishment:


    “Don’t abuse a person — in his absence. Abuse him — right in his face — straight in his eyes.”


    He experienced a burning delight, seeing how comically the stout arms were swinging in the air, and how the legs of the man, whom he was shaking, were bending under him, scraping against the floor. His gold watch fell out of the pocket and dangled on the chain, over his round paunch. Intoxicated with his own strength and with the degradation of the sedate man, filled with the burning feeling of malignancy, trembling with the happiness of revenge, Foma dragged him along the floor and in a dull voice, growled wickedly, in wild joy. In these moments he experienced a great feeling — the feeling of emancipation from the wearisome burden which had long oppressed his heart with grief and morbidness. He felt that he was seized by the waist and shoulders from behind, that someone seized his hand and bent it, trying to break it; that someone was crushing his toes; but he saw nothing, following with his bloodshot eyes the dark, heavy mass moaning and wriggling in his hand. Finally, they tore him away and downed him, and, as through a reddish mist, he noticed before him on the floor, at his feet, the man he had thrashed. Dishevelled, he was moving his legs over the floor, attempting to rise; two dark men were holding him by the arms, his hands were dangling in the air like broken wings, and, in a voice that was choking with sobs, he cried to Foma:


    “You mustn’t beat me! You mustn’t! I have an...


    “Order. You rascal! Oh, rascal! I have children.


    “Everybody knows me! Scoundrel! Savage, O — O — O! You may expect a duel!”


    And Ookhtishchev spoke loudly in Foma’s ear:


    “Come, my dear boy, for God’s sake!”


    “Wait, I’ll give him a kick in the face,” begged Foma. But he was dragged off. There was a buzzing in his ears, his heart beat fast, but he felt relieved and well. At the entrance of the club he heaved a deep sigh of relief and said to Ookhtishchev, with a good-natured smile:


    “I gave him a sound drubbing, didn’t I?”


    “Listen!” exclaimed the gay secretary, indignantly. “You must pardon me but that was the act of a savage! The devil take it. I never witnessed such a thing before!”


    “My dear man!” said Foma, friendly, “did he not deserve the drubbing? Is he not a scoundrel? How can he speak like that behind a person’s back? No! Let him go to her and tell it plainly to her alone.”


    “Excuse me. The devil take you! But it wasn’t for her alone that you gave him the drubbing?”


    “That is, what do you mea, — not for her alone? For whom then?” asked Foma, amazed.


    “For whom? I don’t know. Evidently you had old accounts to settle! Oh Lord! That was a scene! I shall not forget it in all my life!”


    “He — that man — who is he?” asked Foma, and suddenly burst out laughing. “How he roared, the fool!”


    Ookhtishchev looked fixedly into his face and asked:


    “Tell me, is it true, that you don’t know whom you’ve thrashed? And is it really only for Sophya Pavlovna?”


    “It is, by God!” avowed Foma.


    “So, the devil knows what the result may be!” He stopped short, shrugged his shoulders perplexedly, waved his hand, and again began to pace the sidewalk, looking at Foma askance. “You’ll pay for this, Foma Ignatyevich.”


    “Will he take me to court?”


    “Would to God he does. He is the Vice-Governor’s son-in-law.”


    “Is that so?” said Foma, slowly, and made a long face.


    “Yes. To tell the truth, he is a scoundrel and a rascal. According to this fact I must admit, that he deserves a drubbing. But taking into consideration the fact that the lady you defended is also—”


    “Sir!” said Foma, firmly, placing his hand on Ookhtishchev’s shoulder, “I have always liked you, and you are now walking with me. I understand it and can appreciate it. But do not speak ill of her in my presence. Whatever she may be in your opinion, in my opinion, she is dear to me. To me she is the best woman. So I am telling you frankly. Since you are going with me, do not touch her. I consider her good, therefore she is good.”


    There was great emotion in Foma’s voice. Ookhtishchev looked at him and said thoughtfully:


    “You are a queer man, I must confess.”


    “I am a simple man — a savage. I have given him a thrashing and now I feel jolly, and as to the result, let come what will.’


    “I am afraid that it will result in something bad. Do you know — to be frank, in return for your frankness — I also like you, although — Mm! It is rather dangerous to be with you. Such a knightly temper may come over you and one may get a thrashing at your hands.”


    “How so? This was but the first time. I am not going to beat people every day, am I?” said Foma, confused. His companion began to laugh.


    “What a monster you are! Listen to me — it is savage to fight — you must excuse me, but it is abominable. Yet, I must tell you, in this case you made a happy selection. You have thrashed a rake, a cynic, a parasite — a man who robbed his nephews with impunity.”


    “Well, thank God for that!” said Foma with satisfaction. “Now I have punished him a little.”


    “A little? Very well, let us suppose it was a little. But listen to me, my child, permit me to give you advice. I am a man of the law. He, that Kayazev, is a rascal! True! But you must not thrash even a rascal, for he is a social being, under the paternal custody of the law. You cannot touch him until he transgresses the limits of the penal code. But even then, not you, but we, the judges, will give him his due. While you must have patience.”


    “And will he soon fall into your hands?” inquired Foma, naively.


    “It is hard to tell. Being far from stupid, he will probably never be caught, and to the end of his days he will live with you and me in the same degree of equality before the law. Oh God, what I am telling you!” said Ookhtishchev, with a comical sigh.


    “Betraying secrets?” grinned Foma.


    “It isn’t secrets; but I ought not to be frivolous. De-e-evil! But then, this affair enlivened me. Indeed, Nemesis is even then true to herself when she simply kicks like a horse.”


    Foma stopped suddenly, as though he had met an obstacle on his way.


    “Nemesis — the goddess of Justice,” babbled Ookhtishchev. “What’s the matter with you?”


    “And it all came about,” said Foma, slowly, in a dull voice, “because you said that she was going away.”


    “Who?


    “Sophya Pavlovna.”


    “Yes, she is going away. Well?”


    He stood opposite Foma and stared at him, with a smile in his eyes. Gordyeeff was silent, with lowered head, tapping the stone of the sidewalk with his cane.


    “Come,” said Ookhtishchev.


    Foma started, saying indifferently:


    “Well, let her go. And I am alone.” Ookhtishchev, waving his cane, began to whistle, looking at his companion.


    “Sha’n’t I be able to get along without her?” asked Foma, looking somewhere in front of him and then, after a pause, he answered himself softly and irresolutely:


    “Of course, I shall.”


    “Listen to me!” exclaimed Ookhtishchev. “I’ll give you some good advice. A man must be himself. While you, you are an epic man, so to say, and the lyrical is not becoming to you. It isn’t your genre.”


    “Speak to me more simply, sir,” said Foma, having listened attentively to his words.


    “More simply? Very well. I want to say, give up thinking of this little lady. She is poisonous food for you.”


    “She told me the same,” put in Foma, gloomily.


    “She told you?” Ookhtishchev asked and became thoughtful. “Now, I’ll tell you, shouldn’t we perhaps go and have supper?”


    “Let’s go,” Foma assented. And he suddenly roared obdurately, clinching his fists and waving them in the air: “Well, let us go, and I’ll get wound up; I’ll break loose, after all this, so you can’t hold me back!”


    “What for? We’ll do it modestly.”


    “No! wait!” said Foma, anxiously, seizing him by the shoulder. “What’s that? Am I worse than other people? Everybody lives, whirls, hustles about, has his own point. While I am weary. Everybody is satisfied with himself. And as to their complaining, they lie, the rascals! They are simply pretending for beauty’s sake. I have no reason to pretend. I am a fool. I don’t understand anything, my dear fellow. I simply wish to live! I am unable to think. I feel disgusted; one says this, another that! Pshaw! But she, eh! If you knew. My hope was in her. I expected of her — just what I expected, I cannot tell; but she is the best of women! And I had so much faith in her — when sometimes she spoke such peculiar words, all her own. Her eyes, my dear boy, are so beautiful! Oh Lord! I was ashamed to look upon them, and as I am telling you, she would say a few words, and everything would become clear to me. For I did not come to her with love alone — I came to her with all my soul! I sought — I thought that since she was so beautiful, consequently, I might become a man by her side!”


    Ookhtishchev listened to the painful, unconnected words that burst from his companion’s lips. He saw how the muscles of his face contracted with the effort to express his thoughts, and he felt that behind this bombast there was a great, serious grief. There was something intensely pathetic in the powerlessness of this strong and savage youth, who suddenly started to pace the sidewalk with big, uneven steps. Skipping along after him with his short legs, Ookhtishchev felt it his duty somehow to calm Foma. Everything Foma had said and done that evening awakened in the jolly secretary a feeling of lively curiosity toward Foma, and then he felt flattered by the frankness of the young millionaire. This frankness confused him with its dark power; he was disconcerted by its pressure, and though, in spite of his youth, he had a stock of words ready for all occasions in life, it took him quite awhile to recall them.


    “I feel that everything is dark and narrow about me,” said Gordyeeff. “I feel that a burden is falling on my shoulders, but what it is I cannot understand! It puts a restraint on me, and it checks the freedom of my movements along the road of life. Listening to people, you hear that each says a different thing. But she could have said—”


    “Eh, my dear boy!” Ookhtishchev interrupted Foma, gently taking his arm. “That isn’t right! You have just started to live and already you are philosophizing! No, that is not right! Life is given us to live! Which means — live and let others live. That’s the philosophy! And that woman. Bah! Is she then the only one in the world? The world is large enough. If you wish, I’ll introduce you to such a virile woman, that even the slightest trace of your philosophy would at once vanish from your soul! Oh, a remarkable woman! And how well she knows how to avail herself of life! Do you know, there’s also something epic about her? She is beautiful; a Phryne, I may say, and what a match she would be to you! Ah, devil! It is really a splendid idea. I’ll make you acquainted with her! We must drive one nail out with another.”


    “My conscience does not allow it,” said Foma, sadly and sternly. “So long as she is alive, I cannot even look at women.”


    “Such a robust and healthy young man. Ho, ho!” exclaimed Ookhtishchev, and in the tone of a teacher began to argue with Foma that it was essential for him to give his passion an outlet in a good spree, in the company of women.


    “This will be magnificent, and it is indispensable to you. You may believe me. And as to conscience, you must excuse me. You don’t define it quite properly. It is not conscience that interferes with you, but timidity, I believe. You live outside of society. You are bashful, and awkward. Youare dimly conscious of all this, and it is this consciousness that you mistake for conscience. In this case there can be no question about conscience. What has conscience to do here, since it is natural for man to enjoy himself, since it is his necessity and his right?”


    Foma walked on, regulating his steps to those of his companion, and staring along the road, which lay between two rows of buildings, resembled an enormous ditch, and was filled with darkness. It seemed that there was no end to the road and that something dark, inexhaustible and suffocating was slowly flowing along it in the distance. Ookhtishchev’s kind, suasive voice rang monotonously in Foma’s ears, and though he was not listening to his words, he felt that they were tenacious in their way; that they adhered to him, and that he was involuntarily memorizing them. Notwithstanding that a man walked beside him, he felt as though he were alone, straying in the dark. And the darkness seized him and slowly drew him along, and he felt that he was drawn somewhere, and yet had no desire to stop. Some sort of fatigue hindered his thinking; there was no desire in him to resist the admonitions of his companion — and why should he resist them?


    “It isn’t for everyone to philosophize,” said Ookhtishchev, swinging his cane in the air, and somewhat carried away by his wisdom. “For if everybody were to philosophize, who would live? And we live but once! And therefore it were best to make haste to live. By God! That’s true! But what’s the use of talking? Would you permit me to give you a shaking up? Let’s go immediately to a pleasure-house I know. Two sisters live there. Ah, how they live! You will come?”


    “Well, I’ll go,” said Foma, calmly, and yawned. “Isn’t it rather late?” he asked, looking up at the sky which was covered with clouds.


    “It’s never too late to go to see them!” exclaimed Ookhtishchev, merrily.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VIII


    
      
    


    ON the third day after the scene in the club, Foma found himself about seven versts from the town, on the timber-wharf of the merchant Zvantzev, in the company of the merchant’s son of Ookhtishchev — a sedate, bald-headed and red-nosed gentleman with side whiskers — and four ladies. The young Zvantzev wore eyeglasses, was thin and pale, and when he stood, the calves of his legs were forever trembling as though they were disgusted at supporting the feeble body, clad in a long, checked top-coat with a cape, in whose folds a small head in a jockey cap was comically shaking. The gentleman with the side whiskers called him Jean and pronounced this name as though he was suffering from an inveterate cold. Jean’s lady was a tall, stout woman with a showy bust. Her head was compressed on the sides, her low forehead receded, her long, sharp-pointed nose gave her face an expression somewhat bird-like. And this ugly face was perfectly motionless, and the eyes alone, small, round and cold, were forever smiling a penetrating and cunning smile. Ookhtishchev’s lady’s name was Vera; she was a tall, pale woman with red hair. She had so much hair, that it seemed as though the woman had put on her head an enormous cap which was coming down over her ears, her cheeks and her high forehead, from under which her large blue eyes looked forth calmly and lazily.


    The gentleman with the side whiskers sat beside a young, plump, buxom girl, who constantly giggled in a ringing voice at something which he whispered in her ear as he leaned over her shoulder.


    And Foma’s lady was a stately brunette, clad all in black. Dark-complexioned, with wavy locks, she kept her head so erect and high and looked at everything about her with such condescending haughtiness, that it was at once evident that she considered herself the most important person there.


    The company were seated on the extreme link of the raft, extending far into the smooth expanse of the river. Boards were spread out on the raft and in the centre stood a crudely constructed table; empty bottles, provision baskets, candy-wrappers and orange peels were scattered about everywhere. In the corner of the raft was a pile of earth, upon which a bonfire was burning, and a peasant in a short fur coat, squatting, warmed his hands over the fire, and cast furtive glances at the people seated around the table. They had just finished eating their sturgeon soup, and now wines and fruits were before them on the table.


    Fatigued with a two-days’ spree and with the dinner that had just been finished, the company was in a weary frame of mind. They all gazed at the river, chatting, but their conversation was now and again interrupted by long pauses.


    The day was clear and bright and young, as in spring. The cold, clear sky stretched itself majestically over the turbid water of the gigantically-wide, overflowing river, which was as calm as the sky and as vast as the sea. The distant, mountainous shore was tenderly bathed in bluish mist. Through it, there, on the mountain tops, the crosses of churches were flashing like big stars. The river was animated at the mountainous shore; steamers were going hither and thither, and their noise came in deep moans toward the rafts and into the meadows, where the calm flow of the waves filled the air with soft and faint sounds. Gigantic barges stretched themselves one after another against the current, like huge pigs, tearing asunder the smooth expanse of the river. Black smoke came in ponderous puffs from the chimneys of the steamers, slowly melting in the fresh air, which was full of bright sunshine. At times a whistle resounded — it was like the roar of some huge, enraged animal, embittered by toil. And on the meadows near the rafts, all was calm and silent. Solitary trees that had been drowned by the flood, were now already covered with light-green spangles of foliage. Covering their roots and reflecting their tops, the water gave them the appearance of globes, and it seemed as though the slightest breeze would send them floating, fantastically beautiful, down the mirror-like bosom of the river.


    The red-haired woman, pensively gazing into the distance, began to sing softly and sadly:


    “Along the Volga river A little boat is flo-o-oating.”


    The brunette, snapping her large, stern eyes with contempt, said, without looking at her: “We feel gloomy enough without this.”


    “Don’t touch her. Let her sing!” entreated Foma, kindly, looking into his lady’s face. He was pale some spark seemed to flash up in his eyes now and then, and an indefinite, indolent smile played about his lips.


    “Let us sing in chorus!” suggested the man with the side whiskers.


    “No, let these two sing!” exclaimed Ookhtishchev with enthusiasm. “Vera, sing that song! You know, ‘I will go at dawn.’ How is it? Sing, Pavlinka!”


    The giggling girl glanced at the brunette and asked her respectfully:


    “Shall I sing, Sasha?”


    “I shall sing myself,” announced Foma’s companion, and turning toward the lady with the birdlike face, she ordered:


    “Vassa, sing with me!”


    Vassa immediately broke off her conversation with Zvantzev, stroked her throat a little with her hand and fixed her round eyes on the face of her sister. Sasha rose to her feet, leaned her hand against the table, and her head lifted haughtily, began to declaim in a powerful, almost masculine voice:


    “Life on earth is bright to him, Who knows no cares or woe, And whose heart is not consumed By passion’s ardent glow!”


    Her sister nodded her head and slowly, plaintively began to moan in a deep contralto:


    “Ah me! Of me the maiden fair.”


    Flashing her eyes at her sister, Sasha exclaimed in her low-pitched notes:


    “Like a blade of grass my heart has withered.”


    The two voices mingled and floated over the water in melodious, full sounds, which quivered from excess of power. One of them was complaining of the unbearable pain in the heart, and intoxicated by the poison of its plaint, it sobbed with melancholy and impotent grief; sobbed, quenching with tears the fire of the suffering. The other — the lower, more masculine voice — rolled powerfully through the air, full of the feeling of bloody mortification and of readiness to avenge. Pronouncing the words distinctly, the voice came from her breast in a deep stream, and each word reeked with boiling blood, stirred up by outrage, poisoned by offence and mightily demanding vengeance.


     “I will requite him,”


    sang Vassa, plaintively, closing her eyes.


     “I will inflame him,


     I’ll dry him up,”


    Sasha promised sternly and confidently, wafting into the air strong, powerful tones, which sounded like blows. And suddenly, changing the tempo of the song and striking a higher pitch, she began to sing, as slowly as her sister, voluptuous and exultant threats:


    “Drier than the raging wind, Drier than the mown-down grass, Oi, the mown and dried-up grass.”


    Resting his elbows on the table, Foma bent his head, and with knitted brow, gazed into the face of the woman, into her black, half-shut eyes Staring fixedly into the distance, her eyes flashed so brightly and malignantly that, because of their light, the velvety voice, that burst from the woman’s chest, seemed to him also black and flashing, like her eyes. He recalled her caresses and thought:


    “How does she come to be such as she is? It is even fearful to be with her.”


    Ookhtishchev, sitting close to his lady, an expression of happiness on his face, listened to the song and was radiant with satisfaction. The gentleman with the side whiskers and Zvantzev were drinking wine, softly whispering something as they leaned toward each other. The red-headed woman was thoughtfully examining the palm of Ookhtishchev’s hand, holding it in her own, and the jolly girl became sad. She drooped her head low and listened to the song, motionless, as though bewitched by it. From the fire came the peasant. He stepped carefully over the boards, on tiptoe; his hands were clasped behind his back, and his broad, bearded face was now transformed into a smile of astonishment and of a naive delight.


    “Eh! but feel, my kind, brave man!”


    entreated Vassa, plaintively, nodding her head. And her sister, her chest bent forward, her hand still higher, wound up the song in powerful triumphant notes:


    “The yearning and the pangs of love!”


    When she finished singing, she looked haughtily about her, and seating herself by Foma’s side, clasped his neck with a firm and powerful hand.


    “Well, was it a nice song?”


    “It’s capital!” said Foma with a sigh, as he smiled at her.


    The song filled his heart with thirst for tenderness and, still full of charming sounds, it quivered, but at the touch of her arm he felt awkward and ashamed before the other people.


    “Bravo-o! Bravo, Aleksandra Sarelyevna!” shouted Ookhtishchev, and the others were clapping their hands. But she paid no attention to them, and embracing Foma authoritatively, said:


    “Well, make me a present of something for the song.”


    “Very well, I will,” Foma assented.


    “What?”


    “You tell me.”


    “I’ll tell you when we come to town. And if you’ll give me what I like — Oh, how I will love you!”


    “For the present?” asked Foma, smiling suspiciously. “You ought to love me anyway.”


    She looked at him calmly and, after a moment’s thought, said resolutely:


    “It’s too soon to love you anyway. I will not lie. Why should I lie to you? I am telling you frankly. I love you for money, for presents. Because aside from money, men have nothing. They cannot give anything more than money. Nothing of worth. I know it well already. One can love merely so. Yes, wait a little — I’ll know you better and then, perhaps, I may love you free of charge. And meanwhile, you mustn’t take me amiss. I need much money in my mode of life.”


    Foma listened to her, smiled and now and then quivered from the nearness of her sound, well-shaped body. Zvantzev’s sour, cracked and boring voice was falling on his ears. “I don’t like it. I cannot understand the beauty of this renowned Russian song. What is it that sounds in it? Eh? The howl of a wolf. Something hungry, wild. Eh! it’s the groan of a sick dog — altogether something beastly. There’s nothing cheerful, there’s no chic to it; there are no live and vivifying sounds in it. No, you ought to hear what and how the French peasant sings. Ah! or the Italian.”


    “Excuse me, Ivan Nikolayevich,” cried Ookhtishchev, agitated.


    “I must agree with you, the Russian song is monotonous and gloomy. It has not, you know, that brilliancy of culture,” said the man with the side whiskers wearily, as he sipped some wine out of his glass.


    “But nevertheless, there is always a warm heart in it,” put in the red-haired lady, as she peeled an orange.


    The sun was setting. Sinking somewhere far beyond the forest, on the meadow shore, it painted the entire forest with purple tints and cast rosy and golden spots over the dark cold water. Foma gazed in that direction at this play of the sunbeams, watched how they quivered as they were transposed over the placid and vast expanse of waters, and catching fragments of conversation, he pictured to himself the words as a swarm of dark butterflies, busily fluttering in the air. Sasha, her head resting on his shoulder, was softly whispering into his ear something at which he blushed and was confused, for he felt that she was kindling in him the desire to embrace this woman and kiss her unceasingly. Aside from her, none of those assembled there interested him — while Zvantzev and the gentleman with the side whiskers were actually repulsive to him.


    “What are you staring at? Eh?” he heard Ookhtishchev’s jestingly-stern voice.


    The peasant, at whom Ookhtishchev shouted, drew the cap from his head, clapped it against his knee and answered, with a smile:


    “I came over to listen to the lady’s song.”


    “Well, does she sing well?”


    “What a question! Of course,” said the peasant, looking at Sasha, with admiration in his eyes.


    “That’s right!” exclaimed Ookhtishchev.


    “There is a great power of voice in that lady’s breast,” said the peasant, nodding his head.


    At his words, the ladies burst out laughing and the men made some double-meaning remarks about Sasha.


    After she had calmly listened to these and said nothing in reply, Sasha asked the peasant:


    “Do you sing?”


    “We sing a little!” and he waved his hand, “What songs do you know?”


    “All kinds. I love singing.” And he smiled apologetically.


    “Come, let’s sing something together, you and I.”


    “How can we? Am I a match for you?”


    “Well, strike up!”


    “May I sit down?”


    “Come over here, to the table.”


    “How lively this is!” exclaimed Zvantzev, wrinkling his face.


    “If you find it tedious, go and drown yourself,” said Sasha, angrily flashing her eyes at him.


    “No, the water is cold,” replied Zvantzev, shrinking at her glance.


    “As you please!” The woman shrugged her shoulders. “But it is about time you did it, and then, there’s also plenty of water now, so that you wouldn’t spoil it all with your rotten body.”


    “Fie, how witty!” hissed the youth, turning away from her, and added with contempt: “In Russia even the prostitutes are rude.”


    He addressed himself to his neighbour, but the latter gave him only an intoxicated smile in return. Ookhtishchev was also drunk. Staring into the face of his companion, with his eyes grown dim, he muttered something and heard nothing. The lady with the bird-like face was pecking candy, holding the box under her very nose. Pavlinka went away to the edge of the raft and, standing there, threw orange peels into the water.


    “I never before participated in such an absurd outing and — company,” said Zvantzev, to his neighbour, plaintively.


    And Foma watched him with a smile, delighted that this feeble and ugly-looking man felt bored, and that Sasha had insulted him. Now and then he cast at her a kind glance of approval. He was pleased with the fact that she was so frank with everybody and that she bore herself proudly, like a real gentlewoman.


    The peasant seated himself on the boards at her feet, clasped his knees in his hands, lifted his face to her and seriously listened to her words.


    “You must raise your voice, when I lower mine, understand?”


    “I understand; but, Madam, you ought to hand me some just to give me courage!”


    “Foma, give him a glass of brandy!”


    And when the peasant emptied it, cleared his throat with pleasure, licked his lips and said: “Now, I can do it,” she ordered, knitting her brow:


    “Begin!”


    The peasant made a wry mouth, lifted his eyes to her face, and started in a high-pitched tenor:


    “I cannot drink, I cannot eat.”


    Trembling in every limb, the woman sobbed out tremulously, with strange sadness:


    “Wine cannot gladden my soul.”


    The peasant smiled sweetly, tossed his head to and fro, and closing his eyes, poured out into the air a tremulous wave of high-pitched notes:


    “Oh, time has come for me to bid goodbye!”


    And the woman, shuddering and writhing, moaned and wailed:


    “Oi, from my kindred I must part.”


    Lowering his voice and swaying to and fro, the peasant declaimed in a sing-song with a remarkably intense expression of anguish:


    “Alas, to foreign lands I must depart.”


    When the two voices, yearning and sobbing, poured forth into the silence and freshness of the evening, everything about them seemed warmer and better; everything seemed to smile the sorrowful smile of sympathy on the anguish of the man whom an obscure power is tearing away from his native soil into some foreign place, where hard labour and degradation are in store for him. It seemed as though not the sounds, nor the song, but the burning tears of the human heart in which the plaint had surged up — it seemed as though these tears moistened the air. Wild grief and pain from the sores of body and soul, which were wearied in the struggle with stern life; intense sufferings from the wounds dealt to man by the iron hand of want — all this was invested in the simple, crude words and was tossed in ineffably melancholy sounds toward the distant, empty sky, which has no echo for anybody or anything.


    Foma had stepped aside from the singers, and stared at them with a feeling akin to fright, and the song, in a huge wave, poured forth into his breast, and the wild power of grief, with which it had been invested, clutched his heart painfully. He felt that tears would soon gush from his breast, something was clogging his throat and his face was quivering. He dimly saw Sasha’s black eyes; immobile and flashing gloomily, they seemed to him enormous and still growing larger and larger. And it seemed to him that it was not two persons who were singing — that everything about him was singing and sobbing, quivering and palpitating in torrents of sorrow, madly striving somewhere, shedding burning tears, and all — and all things living seemed clasped in one powerful embrace of despair. And it seemed to him that he, too, was singing in unison with all of them — with the people, the river and the distant shore, whence came plaintive moans that mingled with the song.


    Now the peasant went down on his knees, and gazing at Sasha, waved his hands, and she bent down toward him and shook her head, keeping time to the motions of his hands. Both were now singing without words, with sounds only, and Foma still could not believe that only two voices were pouring into the air these moans and sobs with such mighty power.


    When they had finished singing, Foma, trembling with excitement, with a tear-stained face, gazed at them and smiled sadly.


    “Well, did it move you?” asked Sasha. Pale with fatigue, she breathed quickly and heavily.


    Foma glanced at the peasant. The latter was wiping the sweat off his brow and looking around him with such a wandering look as though he could not make out what had taken place.


    All was silence. All were motionless and speechless.


    “Oh Lord!” sighed Foma, rising to his feet. “Eh, Sasha! Peasant! Who are you?” he almost shouted.


    “I am — Stepan,” said the peasant, smiling confusedly, and also rose to his feet. “I’m Stepan. Of course!”


    “How you sing! Ah!” Foma exclaimed in astonishment, uneasily shifting from foot to foot.


    “Eh, your Honour!” sighed the peasant and added softly and convincingly: “Sorrow can compel an ox to sing like a nightingale. And what makes the lady sing like this, only God knows. And she sings, with all her veins — that is to say, so you might just lie down and die with sorrow! Well, that’s a lady.”


    “That was sung very well!” said Ookhtishchev in a drunken voice.


    “No, the devil knows what this is!” Zvantzev suddenly shouted, almost crying, irritated as he jumped up from the table. “I’ve come out here for a good time. I want to enjoy myself, and here they perform a funeral service for me! What an outrage! I can’t stand this any longer. I’m going away!”


    “Jean, I am also going. I’m weary, too,” announced the gentleman with the side whiskers.


    “Vassa,” cried Zvantzev to his lady, “dress yourself!”


    “Yes, it’s time to go,” said the red-haired lady to Ookhtishchev. “It is cold, and it will soon be dark.”


    “Stepan! Clear everything away!” commanded Vassa.


    All began to bustle about, all began to speak of something. Foma stared at them in suspense and shuddered. Staggering, the crowd walked along the rafts. Pale and fatigued, they said to one another stupid, disconnected things. Sasha jostled them unceremoniously, as she was getting her things together.


    “Stepan! Call for the horses!”


    “And I’ll drink some more cognac. Who wants some more cognac with me?” drawled the gentleman with the side whiskers in a beatific voice, holding a bottle in his hands.


    Vassa was muffling Zvantzev’s neck with a scarf. He stood in front of her, frowning, dissatisfied, his lips curled capriciously, the calves of his legs shivering. Foma became disgusted as he looked at them, and he went off to the other raft. He was astonished that all these people behaved as though they had not heard the song at all. In his breast the song was alive and there it called to life a restless desire to do something, to say something. But he had no one there to speak to.


    The sun had set and the distance was enveloped in blue mist. Foma glanced thither and turned away. He did not feel like going to town with these people, neither did he care to stay here with them. And they were still pacing the raft with uneven steps, shaking from side to side and muttering disconnected words. The women were not quite as drunk as the men, and only the red-haired one could not lift herself from the bench for a long time, and finally, when she rose, she declared:


    “Well, I’m drunk.”


    Foma sat down on a log of wood, and lifting the axe, with which the peasant had chopped wood for the fire, he began to play with it, tossing it up in the air and catching it.


    “Oh, my God! How mean this is!” Zvantzev’s capricious voice was heard.


    Foma began to feel that he hated it, and him, and everybody, except Sasha, who awakened in him a certain uneasy feeling, which contained at once admiration for her and a fear lest she might do something unexpected and terrible.


    “Brute!” shouted Zvantzev in a shrill voice, and Foma noticed that he struck the peasant on the chest, after which the peasant removed his cap humbly and stepped aside.


    “Fo-o-ol!” cried Zvantzev, walking after him and lifting his hand.


    Foma jumped to his feet and said threateningly, in a loud voice:


    “Eh, you! Don’t touch him!”


    “Wha-a-at?” Zvantzev turned around toward him.


    “Stepan, come over here,” called Foma.


    “Peasant!” Zvantzev hurled with contempt, looking at Foma.


    Foma shrugged his shoulders and made a step toward him; but suddenly a thought flashed vividly through his mind! He smiled maliciously and inquired of Stepan, softly:


    “The string of rafts is moored in three places, isn’t it?


    “In three, of course!”


    “Cut the connections!”


    “And they?”


    “Keep quiet! Cut!”


    “But—”


    “Cut! Quietly, so they don’t notice it!”


    The peasant took the axe in his hands, slowly walked up to the place where one link was well fastened to another link, struck a few times with his axe, and returned to Foma.


    “I’m not responsible, your Honour,” he said.


    “Don’t be afraid.”


    “They’ve started off,” whispered the peasant with fright, and hastily made the sign of the cross. And Foma gazed, laughing softly, and experienced a painful sensation that keenly and sharply stung his heart with a certain strange, pleasant and sweet fear.


    The people on the raft were still pacing to and fro, moving about slowly, jostling one another, assisting the ladies with their wraps, laughing and talking, and the raft was meanwhile turning slowly and irresolutely in the water.


    “If the current carries them against the fleet,” whispered the peasant, “they’ll strike against the bows — and they’ll be smashed into splinters.”


    “Keep quiet!”


    “They’ll drown!”


    “You’ll get a boat, and overtake them.”


    “That’s it! Thank you. What then? They’re after all human beings. And we’ll be held responsible for them.” Satisfied now, laughing with delight, the peasant dashed in bounds across the rafts to the shore. And Foma stood by the water and felt a passionate desire to shout something, but he controlled himself, in order to give time for the raft to float off farther, so that those drunken people would not be able to jump across to the moored links. He experienced a pleasant caressing sensation as he saw the raft softly rocking upon the water and floating off farther and farther from him every moment. The heavy and dark feeling, with which his heart had been filled during this time, now seemed to float away together with the people on the raft. Calmly he inhaled the fresh air and with it something sound that cleared his brain. At the very edge of the floating raft stood Sasha, with her back toward Foma; he looked at her beautiful figure and involuntarily recalled Medinskaya. The latter was smaller in size. The recollection of her stung him, and he cried out in a loud, mocking voice:


    “Eh, there! Good-bye! Ha! ha! ha!”


    Suddenly the dark figures of the people moved toward him and crowded together in one group, in the centre of the raft. But by this time a clear strip of water, about three yards wide, was flashing between them and Foma.


    There was a silence lasting for a few seconds.


    Then suddenly a hurricane of shrill, repulsively pitiful sounds, which were full of animal fright, was hurled at Foma, and louder than all and more repulsive than all, Zvantzev’s shrill, jarring cry pierced the ear:


    “He-e-elp!”


    Some one — in all probability, the sedate gentleman with the side whiskers — roared in his basso:


    “Drowning! They’re drowning people!”


    “Are you people?” cried Foma, angrily, irritated by their screams which seemed to bite him. And the people ran about on the raft in the madness of fright; the raft rocked under their feet, floated faster on account of this, and the agitated water was loudly splashing against and under it. The screams rent the air, the people jumped about, waving their hands, and the stately figure of Sasha alone stood motionless and speechless on the edge of the raft.


    “Give my regards to the crabs!” cried Foma. Foma felt more and more cheerful and relieved in proportion as the raft was floating away from him.


    “Foma Ignatyevich!” said Ookhtishchev in a faint, but sober voice, “look out, this is a dangerous joke. I’ll make a complaint.”


    “When you are drowned? You may complain!” answered Foma, cheerfully.


    “You are a murderer!” exclaimed Zvantzev, sobbing. But at this time a ringing splash of water was heard as though it groaned with fright or with astonishment. Foma shuddered and became as though petrified. Then rang out the wild, deafening shrieks of the women, and the terror-stricken screams of men, and all the figures on the raft remained petrified in their places. And Foma, staring at the water, felt as though he really were petrified. In the water something black, surrounded with splashes, was floating toward him.


    Rather instinctively than consciously, Foma threw himself with his chest on the beams of the raft, and stretched out his hands, his head hanging down over the water. Several incredibly long seconds passed. Cold, wet arms clasped his neck and dark eyes flashed before him. Then he understood that it was Sasha.


    The dull horror, which had suddenly seized him, vanished, replaced now by wild, rebellious joy. Having dragged the woman out of the water, he grasped her by the waist, clasped her to his breast, and, not knowing what to say to her, he stared into her eyes with astonishment. She smiled at him caressingly.


    “I am cold,” said Sasha, softly, and quivered in every limb.


    Foma laughed gaily at the sound of her voice, lifted her into his arms and quickly, almost running, dashed across the rafts to the shore. She was wet and cold, but her breathing was hot, it burned Foma’s cheek and filled his breast with wild joy.


    “You wanted to drown me?” said she, firmly, pressing close to him. “It was rather too early. Wait!”


    “How well you have done it,” muttered Foma, as he ran.


    “You’re a fine, brave fellow! And your device wasn’t bad, either, though you seem to be so peaceable.”


    “And they are still roaring there, ha! ha!”


    “The devil take them! If they are drowned, we’ll be sent to Siberia,” said the woman, as though she wanted to console and encourage him by this. She began to shiver, and the shudder of her body, felt by Foma, made him hasten his pace.


    Sobs and cries for help followed them from the river. There, on the placid water, floated in the twilight a small island, withdrawing from the shore toward the stream of the main current of the river, and on that little island dark human figures were running about.


    Night was closing down upon them.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER IX


    
      
    


    ONE Sunday afternoon, Yakov Tarasovich Mayakin was drinking tea in his garden and talking to his daughter. The collar of his shirt unbuttoned, a towel wound round his neck, he sat on a bench under a canopy of verdant cherry-trees, waved his hands in the air, wiped the perspiration off his face, and incessantly poured forth into the air his brisk speech.


    “The man who permits his belly to have the upper hand over him is a fool and a rogue! Is there nothing better in the world than eating and drinking? Upon what will you pride yourself before people, if you are like a hog?”


    The old man’s eyes sparkled irritably and angrily, his lips twisted with contempt, and the wrinkles of his gloomy face quivered.


    “If Foma were my own son, I would have made a man of him!”


    Playing with an acacia branch, Lubov mutely listened to her father’s words, now and then casting a close and searching look in his agitated, quivering face. Growing older, she changed, without noticing it, her suspicious and cold relation toward the old man. In his words she now began to find the same ideas that were in her books, and this won her over on her father’s side, involuntarily causing the girl to prefer his live words to the cold letters of the book. Always overwhelmed with business affairs, always alert and clever, he went his own way alone, and she perceived his solitude, knew how painful it was, and her relations toward her father grew in warmth. At times she even entered into arguments with the old man; he always regarded her remarks contemptuously and sarcastically; but more tenderly and attentively from time to time.


    “If the deceased Ignat could read in the newspapers of the indecent life his son is leading, he would have killed Foma!” said Mayakin, striking the table with his fists. “How they have written it up! It’s a disgrace!”


    “He deserves it,” said Lubov.


    “I don’t say it was done at random! They’ve barked at him, as was necessary. And who was it that got into such a fit of anger?”


    “What difference does it make to you?” asked the girl.


    “It’s interesting to know. How cleverly the rascal described Foma’s behaviour. Evidently he must have been with him and witnessed all the indecency himself.”


    “Oh, no, he wouldn’t go with Foma on a spree!’ said Lubov, confidently, and blushed deeply at her father’s searching look.


    “So! You have fine acquaintances, Lubka!” said Mayakin with humorous bitterness. “Well, who wrote it?”


    “What do you wish to know it for, papa?”


    “Come, tell me!”


    She had no desire to tell, but the old man persisted, and his voice was growing more and more dry and angry. Then she asked him uneasily:


    “And you will not do him any ill for it?”


    “I? I will — bite his head off! Fool! What can I do to him? They, these writers, are not a foolish lot and are therefore a power — a power, the devils! And I am not the governor, and even he cannot put one’s hand out of joint or tie one’s tongue. Like mice, they gnaw us little by little. And we have to poison them not with matches, but with roubles. Yes! Well, who is it?”


    “Do you remember, when I was going to school, a Gymnasium student used to come up to us. Yozhov? Such a dark little fellow!”


    “Mm! Of course, I saw him. I know him. So it’s he?”


    “Yes.”


    “The little mouse! Even at that time one could see already that something wrong would come out of him. Even then he stood in the way of other people. A bold boy he was. I should have looked after him then. Perhaps, I might have made a man of him.”


    Lubov looked at her father, smiled inimically, and asked hotly:


    “And isn’t he who writes for newspapers a man?”


    For a long while, the old man did not answer his daughter. Thoughtfully, he drummed with his fingers against the table and examined his face, which was reflected in the brightly polished brass of the samovar. Then he raised his head, winked his eyes and said impressively and irritably:


    “They are not men, they are sores! The blood of the Russian people has become mixed, it has become mixed and spoiled, and from the bad blood have come all these book and newspaper-writers, these terrible Pharisees. They have broken out everywhere, and they are still breaking out, more and more. Whence comes this spoiling of the blood? From slowness of motion. Whence the mosquitoes, for instance? From the swamp. All sorts of uncleanliness multiply in stagnant waters. The same is true of a disordered life.”


    “That isn’t right, papa!” said Lubov, softly.


    “What do you mean by — not right?”


    “Writers are the most unselfish people, they are noble personalities! They don’t want anything — all they strive for is justice — truth! They’re not mosquitoes.”


    Lubov grew excited as she lauded her beloved people; her face was flushed, and her eyes looked at her father with so much feeling, as though imploring him to believe her, being unable to convince him.


    “Eh, you!” said the old man, with a sigh, interrupting her. “You’ve read too much! You’ve been poisoned! Tell me — who are they? No one knows! That Yozhov — what is he? Only God knows. All they want is the truth, you say? What modest people they are! And suppose truth is the very dearest thing there is? Perhaps everybody is seeking it in silence? Believe me — man cannot be unselfish. Man will not fight for what belongs not to him, and if he does fight — his name is ‘fool,’ and he is of no use to anybody. A man must be able to stand up for himself, for his own, then will he attain something! Here you have it! Truth! Here I have been reading the same newspaper for almost forty years, and I can see well — here is my face before you, and before me, there on the samovar is again my face, but it is another face. You see, these newspapers give a samovar face to everything, and do not see the real one. And yet you believe them. But I know that my face on the samovar is distorted. No one can tell the real truth; man’s throat is too delicate for this. And then, the real truth is known to nobody.”


    “Papa!” exclaimed Lubov, sadly, “But in books and in newspapers they defend the general interests of all the people.”


    “And in what paper is it written that you are weary of life, and that it was time for you to get married? So, there your interest is not defended! Eh! You! Neither is mine defended. Who knows what I need? Who, but myself, understands my interests?”


    “No, papa, that isn’t right, that isn’t right! I cannot refute you, but I feel that this isn’t right!” said Lubov almost with despair.


    “It is right!” said the old man, firmly. “Russia is confused, and there is nothing steadfast in it; everything is staggering! Everybody lives awry, everybody walks on one side, there’s no harmony in life. All are yelling out of tune, in different voices. And not one understands what the other is in need of! There is a mist over everything — everybody inhales that mist, and that’s why the blood of the people has become spoiled — hence the sores. Man is given great liberty to reason, but is not permitted to do anything — that’s why man does not live; but rots and stinks.”


    “What ought one to do, then?” asked Lubov, resting her elbows on the table and bending toward her father.


    “Everything!” cried the old man, passionately. “Do everything. Go ahead! Let each man do whatever he knows best! But for that liberty must be given to man — complete freedom! Since there has come a time, when everyraw youth believes that he knows everything and was created for the complete arrangement of life — give him, give the rogue freedom! Here, Carrion, live! Come, come, live! Ah! Then such a comedy will follow; feeling that his bridle is off, man will then rush up higher than his ears, and like a feather will fly hither and thither. He’ll believe himself to be a miracle worker, and then he’ll start to show his spirit.”


    The old man paused awhile and, lowering his voice, went on, with a malicious smile:


    “But there is very little of that creative spirit in him! He’ll bristle up for a day or two, stretch himself on all sides — and the poor fellow will soon grow weak. For his heart is rotten — he, he, he! Here, he, he, he! The dear fellow will be caught by the real, worthy people, by those real people who are competent to be the actual civil masters, who will manage life not with a rod nor with a pen, but with a finger and with brains.


    “What, they will say. Have you grown tired, gentlemen? What, they will say, your spleens cannot stand a real fire, can they? So—” and, raising his voice, the old man concluded his speech in an authoritative tone:


    “Well, then, now, you rabble, hold your tongues, and don’t squeak! Or we’ll shake you off the earth, like worms from a tree! Silence, dear fellows! Ha, ha, ha! That’s how it’s going to happen, Lubavka! He, he, he!”


    The old man was in a merry mood. His wrinkles quivered, and carried away by his words, he trembled, closed his eyes now and then, and smacked his lips as though tasting his own wisdom.


    “And then those who will take the upper hand in the confusion will arrange life wisely, after their own fashion. Then things won’t go at random, but as if by rote. It’s a pity that we shall not live to see it!”


    The old man’s words fell one after another upon Lubov like meshes of a big strong net — they fell and enmeshed her, and the girl, unable to free herself from them, maintained silence, dizzied by her father’s words. Staring into his face with an intense look, she sought support for herself in his words and heard in them something similar to what she had read in books, and which seemed to her the real truth. But the malignant, triumphant laughter of her father stung her heart, and the wrinkles, which seemed to creep about on his face like so many dark little snakes, inspired her with a certain fear for herself in his presence. She felt that he was turning her aside from what had seemed so simple and so easy in her dreams.


    “Papa!” she suddenly asked the old man, in obedience to a thought and a desire that unexpectedly flashed through her mind. “Papa! and what sort of a man — what in your opinion is Taras?”


    Mayakin shuddered. His eyebrows began to move angrily, he fixed his keen, small eyes on his daughter’s face and asked her drily:


    “What sort of talk is this?”


    “Must he not even be mentioned?” said Lubov, softly and confusedly.


    I don’t want to speak of him — and I also advise you not to speak of him! “ — the old man threatened her with his finger and lowered his head with a gloomy frown. But when he said that he did not want to speak of his son, he evidently did not understand himself correctly, for after a minute’s silence he said sternly and angrily:


    “Taraska, too, is a sore. Life is breathing upon you, milksops, and you cannot discriminate its genuine scents, and you swallow all sorts of filth, wherefore there is trouble in your heads. That’s why you are not competent to do anything, and you are unhappy because of this incompetence. Taraska. Yes. He must be about forty now. He is lost to me! A galley-slave — is that my son? A blunt-snouted young pig. He would not speak to his father, and — he stumbled.”


    “What did he do?” asked Lubov, eagerly listening to the old man’s words.


    “Who knows? It may be that now he cannot understand himself, if he became sensible, and he must have become a sensible man; he’s the son of a father who’s not stupid, and then he must have suffered not a little. They coddle them, the nihilists! They should have turned them over to me. I’d show them what to do. Into the desert! Into the isolated places — march! Come, now, my wise fellows, arrange life there according to your own will! Go ahead! And as authorities over them I’d station the robust peasants. Well, now, honourable gentlemen, you were given to eat and to drink, you were given an education — what have you learned? Pay your debts, pray. Yes, I would not spend a broken grosh on them. I would squeeze all the price out of them — give it up! You must not set a man at naught. It is not enough to imprison him! You transgressed the law, and are a gentleman? Never mind, you must work. Out of a single seed comes an ear of corn, and a man ought not be permitted to perish without being of use! An economical carpenter finds a place for each and every chip of wood — just so must every man be profitably used up, and used up entire, to the very last vein. All sorts of trash have a place in life, and man is never trash. Eh! it is bad when power lives without reason, nor is it good when reason lives without power. Take Foma now. Who is coming there — give a look.”


    Turning around, Lubov noticed the captain of the “Yermak,” Yefim, coming along the garden path. He had respectfully removed his cap and bowed to her. There was a hopelessly guilty expression on his face and he seemed abashed. Yakov Tarasovich recognized him and, instantly grown alarmed, he cried:


    “Where are you coming from? What has happened?”


    “I — I have come to you!” said Yefim, stopping short at the table, with a low bow.


    “Well, I see, you’ve come to me. What’s the matter? Where’s the steamer?”


    “The steamer is there!” Yefim thrust his hand somewhere into the air and heavily shifted from one foot to the other.


    “Where is it, devil? Speak coherently — what has happened?” cried the old man, enraged.


    “So — a misfortune, Yakov.”


    “Have you been wrecked?”


    “No, God saved us.”


    “Burned up? Well, speak more quickly.”


    Yefim drew air into his chest and said slowly:


    “Barge No. 9 was sunk — smashed up. One man’s back was broken, and one is altogether missing, so that he must have drowned. About five more were injured, but not so very badly, though some were disabled.”


    “So-o!” drawled out Mayakin, measuring the captain with an ill-omened look.


    “Well, Yefimushka, I’ll strip your skin off.”


    “It wasn’t I who did it!” said Yefim, quickly.


    “Not you?” cried the old man, shaking with rage. “Who then?”


    “The master himself.”


    “Foma? And you. Where were you?”


    “I was lying in the hatchway.”


    “Ah! You were lying.”


    “I was bound there.”


    “Wha-at?” screamed the old man in a shrill voice.


    “Allow me to tell you everything as it happened. He was drunk and he shouted: “‘Get away! I’ll take command myself!’ I said ‘I can’t! I am the captain.’ ‘Bind him!’ said he. And when they had bound me, they lowered me into the hatchway, with the sailors. And as the master was drunk, he wanted to have some fun. A fleet of boats was coming toward us. Six empty barges towed by ‘Cheruigorez.’ So Foma Ignatyich blocked their way. They whistled. More than once. I must tell the truth — they whistled!”


    “Well?”


    “Well, and they couldn’t manage it — the two barges in front crashed into us. And as they struck the side of our ninth, we were smashed to pieces. And the two barges were also smashed. But we fared much worse.”


    Mayakin rose from the chair and burst into jarring, angry laughter. And Yefim sighed, and, outstretching his hands, said: “He has a very violent character. When he is sober he is silent most of the time, and walks around thoughtfully, but when he wets his springs with wine — then he breaks loose. Then he is not master of himself and of his business — but their wild enemy — you must excuse me! And I want to leave, Yakov Tarasovich! I am not used to being without a master, I cannot live without a master!”


    “Keep quiet!” said Mayakin, sternly. “Where’s Foma?”


    “There; at the same place. Immediately after the accident, he came to himself and at once sent for workmen. They’ll lift the barge. They may have started by this time.”


    “Is he there alone?” asked Mayakin, lowering his head.


    “Not quite,” replied Yefim, softly, glancing stealthily at Lubov.


    “Really?”


    “There’s a lady with him. A dark one.”


    “So.”


    “It looks as though the woman is out of her wits,” said Yefim, with a sigh. “She’s forever singing. She sings very well. It’s very captivating.”


    “I am not asking you about her!” cried Mayakin, angrily. The wrinkles of his face were painfully quivering, and it seemed to Lubov that her father was about to weep.


    “Calm yourself, papa!” she entreated caressingly. “Maybe the loss isn’t so great.”


    “Not great?” cried Yakov Tarasovich in a ringing voice. “What do you understand, you fool? Is it only that the barge was smashed? Eh, you! A man is lost! That’s what it is! And he is essential to me! I need him, dull devils that you are!” The old man shook his head angrily and with brisk steps walked off along the garden path leading toward the house.


    And Foma was at this time about four hundred versts away from his godfather, in a village hut, on the shore of the Volga. He had just awakened from sleep, and lying on the floor, on a bed of fresh hay, in the middle of the hut, he gazed gloomily out of the window at the sky, which was covered with gray, scattered clouds.


    The wind was tearing them asunder and driving them somewhere; heavy and weary, one overtaking another, they were passing across the sky in an enormous flock. Now forming a solid mass, now breaking into fragments, now falling low over the earth, in silent confusion, now again rising upward, one swallowed by another.


    Without moving his head, which was heavy from intoxication, Foma looked


    long at the clouds and finally began to feel as though silent clouds


    were also passing through his breast, — passing, breathing a damp


    coldness upon his heart and oppressing him. There was something impotent


    in the motion of the clouds across the sky. And he felt the same within


    him. Without thinking, he pictured to himself all he had gone through


    during the past months. It seemed to him as though he had fallen into a


    turbid, boiling stream, and now he had been seized by dark waves, that


    resembled these clouds in the sky; had been seized and carried away


    somewhere, even as the clouds were carried by the wind. In the darkness


    and the tumult which surrounded him, he saw as though through a mist


    that certain other people were hastening together with him — to-day not


    those of yesterday, new ones each day, yet all looking alike — equally


    pitiful and repulsive. Intoxicated, noisy, greedy, they flew about


    him as in a whirlwind, caroused at his expense, abused him, fought,


    screamed, and even wept more than once. And he beat them. He remembered


    that one day he had struck somebody on the face, torn someone’s coat off


    and thrown it into the water and that some one had kissed his hands with


    wet, cold lips as disgusting as frogs. Had kissed and wept, imploring


    him not to kill. Certain faces flashed through his memory, certain


    sounds and words rang in it. A woman in a yellow silk waist, unfastened


    at the breast, had sung in a loud, sobbing voice:


    


     “And so let us live while we can


     And then — e’en grass may cease to grow.”


    All these people, like himself, grown wild and beastlike, were seized by the same dark wave and carried away like rubbish. All these people, like himself, must have been afraid to look forward to see whither this powerful, wild wave was carrying them. And drowning their fear in wine, they were rushing forward down the current struggling, shouting, doing something absurd, playing the fool, clamouring, clamouring, without ever being cheerful. He was doing the same, whirling in their midst. And now it seemed to him, that he was doing all this for fear of himself, in order to pass the sooner this strip of life, or in order not to think of what would be afterward.


    Amid the burning turmoil of carouses, in the crowd of people, seized by debauchery, perplexed by violent passions, half-crazy in their longing to forget themselves — only Sasha was calm and contained. She never drank to intoxication, always addressed people in a firm, authoritative voice, and all her movements were equally confident, as though this stream had not taken possession of her, but she was herself mastering its violent course. She seemed to Foma the cleverest person of all those that surrounded him, and the most eager for noise and carouse; she held them all in her sway, forever inventing something new and speaking in one and the same manner to everybody; for the driver, the lackey and the sailor she had the same tone and the same words as for her friends and for Foma. She was younger and prettier than Pelageya, but her caresses were silent, cold. Foma imagined that deep in her heart she was concealing from everybody something terrible, that she would never love anyone, never reveal herself entire. This secrecy in the woman attracted him toward her with a feeling of timorous curiosity, of a great, strained interest in her calm, cold soul, which seemed even as dark as her eyes.


    Somehow Foma said to her one day:


    “But what piles of money you and I have squandered!”


    She glanced at him, and asked:


    “And why should we save it?”


    “Indeed, why?” thought Foma, astonished by the fact that she reasoned so simply.


    “Who are you?” he asked her at another occasion.


    “Why, have you forgotten my name?”


    “Well, the idea!”


    “What do you wish to know then?”


    “I am asking you about your origin.”


    “Ah! I am a native of the province of Yaroslavl. I’m from Ooglich. I was a harpist. Well, shall I taste sweeter to you, now that you know who I am?”


    “Do I know it?” asked Foma, laughing.


    “Isn’t that enough for you? I shall tell you nothing more about it. What for? We all come from the same place, both people and beasts. And what is there that I can tell you about myself? And what for? All this talk is nonsense. Let’s rather think a little as to how we shall pass the day.”


    On that day they took a trip on a steamer, with an orchestra of music, drank champagne, and every one of them got terribly drunk. Sasha sang a peculiar, wonderfully sad song, and Foma, moved by her singing, wept like a child. Then he danced with her the “Russian dance,” and finally, perspiring and fatigued, threw himself overboard in his clothes and was nearly drowned.


    Now, recalling all this and a great deal more, he felt ashamed of himself and dissatisfied with Sasha. He looked at her well-shaped figure, heard her even breathing and felt that he did not love this woman, and that she was unnecessary to him. Certain gray, oppressive thoughts were slowly springing up in his heavy, aching head. It seemed to him as though everything he had lived through during this time was twisted within him into a heavy and moist ball, and that now this ball was rolling about in his breast, unwinding itself slowly, and the thin gray cords were binding him.


    “What is going on in me?” he thought. “I’ve begun to carouse. Why? I don’t know how to live. I don’t understand myself. Who am I?”


    He was astonished by this question, and he paused over it, attempting to make it clear to himself — why he was unable to live as firmly and confidently as other people do. He was now still more tortured. by conscience. More uneasy at this thought, he tossed about on the hay and irritated, pushed Sasha with his elbow.


    “Be careful!” said she, although nearly asleep.


    “It’s all right. You’re not such a lady of quality!” muttered Foma.


    “What’s the matter with you?”


    “Nothing.”


    She turned her back to him, and said lazily, with a lazy yawn:


    “I dreamed that I became a harpist again. It seemed to me that I was singing a solo, and opposite me stood a big, dirty dog, snarling and waiting for me to finish the song. And I was afraid of the dog. And I knew that it would devour me, as soon as I stopped singing. So I kept singing, singing. And suddenly it seemed my voice failed me. Horrible! And the dog is gnashing his teeth. Oh Lord, have mercy on me! What does it mean?”


    “Stop your idle talk!” Foma interrupted her sternly. “You better tell me what you know about me.”


    “I know, for instance, that you are awake now,” she answered, without turning to him.


    “Awake? That’s true. I’ve awakened,” said Foma, thoughtfully and, throwing his arm behind his head, went on: “That’s why I am asking you. What sort of man do you think I am?”


    “A man with a drunken headache,” answered Sasha, yawning.


    “Aleksandra!” exclaimed Foma, beseechingly, “don’t talk nonsense! Tell me conscientiously, what do you think of me?”


    “I don’t think anything!” she said drily. “Why are you bothering me with nonsense?”


    “Is this nonsense?” said Foma, sadly. “Eh, you devils! This is the principal thing. The most essential thing to me.”


    He heaved a deep sigh and became silent. After a minute’s silence, Sasha began to speak in her usual, indifferent voice:


    “Tell him who he is, and why he is such as he is? Did you ever see! Is it proper to ask such questions of our kind of women? And on what ground should I think about each and every man? I have not even time to think about myself, and, perhaps, I don’t feel like doing it at all.”


    Foma laughed drily and said:


    “I wish I were like this — and had no desires for anything.”


    Then the woman raised her head from the pillow, looked into Foma’s face and lay down again, saying:


    “You are musing too much. Look out — no good will come of it to you. I cannot tell you anything about yourself. It is impossible to say anything true about a man. Who can understand him? Man does not know himself. Well, here, I’ll tell you — you are better than others. But what of it?”


    “And in what way am I better?” asked Foma, thoughtfully.


    “So! When one sings a good song — you weep. When one does some mean thing — you beat him. With women you are simple, you are not impudent to them. You are peaceable. And you can also be daring, sometimes.”


    Yet all this did not satisfy Foma.


    “You’re not telling me the right thing!” said he, softly. “Well, I don’t know what you want. But see here, what are we going to do after they have raised the barge?”


    “What can we do?” asked Foma.


    “Shall we go to Nizhni or to Kazan?”


    “What for?”


    “To carouse.”


    “I don’t want to carouse any more.”


    “What else are you going to do?”


    “What? Nothing.”


    And both were silent for a long time, without looking at each other.


    “You have a disagreeable character,” said Sasha, “a wearisome character.”


    “But nevertheless I won’t get drunk any more!” said Foma, firmly and confidently.


    “You are lying!” retorted Sasha, calmly.


    “You’ll see! What do you think — is it good to lead such a life as this?”


    “I’ll see.”


    “No, just tell me — is it good?”


    “But what is better?”


    Foma looked at her askance and, irritated, said:


    “What repulsive words you speak.”


    “Well, here again I haven’t pleased him!” said Sasha, laughing.


    “What a fine crowd!” said Foma, painfully wrinkling his face. “They’re like trees. They also live, but how? No one understands. They are crawling somewhere. And can give no account either to themselves or to others. When the cockroach crawls, he knows whither and wherefore he wants to go? And you? Whither are you going?”


    “Hold on!” Sasha interrupted him, and asked him calmly: “What have you to do with me? You may take from me all that you want, but don’t you creep into my soul!”


    “Into your so-o-ul!” Foma drawled out, with contempt. “Into what soul? He, he!”


    She began to pace the room, gathering together the clothes that were scattered everywhere. Foma watched her and was displeased because she did not get angry at him for his words about her soul. Her face looked calm and indifferent, as usual, but he wished to see her angry or offended; he wished for something human from the woman.


    “The soul!” he exclaimed, persisting in his aim. “Can one who has a soul live as you live? A soul has fire burning in it, there is a sense of shame in it.”


    By this time she was sitting on a bench, putting on her stockings, but at his words she raised her head and sternly fixed her eyes upon his face.


    “What are you staring at?” asked Foma.


    “Why do you speak that way?” said she, without lifting her eyes from him.


    “Because I must.”


    “Look out — must you really?”


    There was something threatening in her question. Foma felt intimidated and said, this time without provocation in his voice:


    “How could I help speaking?”


    “Oh, you!” sighed Sasha and resumed dressing herself


    “And what about me?”


    “Merely so. You seem as though you were born of two fathers. Do you know what I have observed among people?”


    “Well?”


    “If a man cannot answer for himself, it means that he is afraid of himself, that his price is a grosh!”


    “Do you refer to me?” asked Foma, after a pause.


    “To you, too.”


    She threw a pink morning gown over her shoulders and, standing in the centre of the room, stretched out her hand toward Foma, who lay at her feet, and said to him in a low, dull voice:


    “You have no right to speak about my soul. You have nothing to do with it! And therefore hold your tongue! I may speak! If I please, I could tell something to all of you. Eh, how I could tell it! Only, — who will dare to listen to me, if I should speak at the top of my voice? And I have some words about you, — they’re like hammers! And I could knock you all on your heads so that you would lose your wits. And although you are all rascals — you cannot be cured by words. You should be burned in the fire — just as frying-pans are burned out on the first Monday of Lent.”


    Raising her hands she abruptly loosened her hair, and when it fell over her shoulders in heavy, black locks — the woman shook her head haughtily and said, with contempt:


    “Never mind that I am leading a loose life! It often happens, that the man who lives in filth is purer than he who goes about in silks. If you only knew what I think of you, you dogs, what wrath I bear against you! And because of this wrath — I am silent! For I fear that if I should sing it to you — my soul would become empty. I would have nothing to live on.” Foma looked at her, and now he was pleased with her. In her words there was something akin to his frame of mind. Laughing, he said to her, with satisfaction on his face and in his voice:


    “And I also feel that something is growing within my soul. Eh, I too shall have my say, when the time comes.”


    “Against whom?” asked Sasha, carelessly.


    “I — against everybody!” exclaimed Foma, jumping to his feet. “Against falsehood. I shall ask—”


    “Ask whether the samovar is ready,” Sasha ordered indifferently.


    Foma glanced at her and cried, enraged:


    “Go to the devil! Ask yourself.”


    “Well, all right, I shall. What are you snarling about?”


    And she stepped out of the hut.


    In piercing gusts the wind blew across the river, striking against its bosom, and covered with troubled dark waves, the river was spasmodically rushing toward the wind with a noisy splash, and all in the froth of wrath. The willow bushes on the shore bent low to the ground — trembling, they now were about to lie down on the ground, now, frightened, they thrust themselves away from it, driven by the blows of the wind. In the air rang a whistling, a howling, and a deep groaning sound, that burst from dozens of human breasts:


    “It goes — it goes — it goes!”


    This exclamation, abrupt as a blow, and heavy as the breath from an enormous breast, which is suffocating from exertion, was soaring over the river, falling upon the waves, as if encouraging their mad play with the wind, and they struck the shores with might.


    Two empty barges lay anchored by the mountainous shore, and their tall masts, rising skyward, rocked in commotion from side to side, as though describing some invisible pattern in the air. The decks of both barges were encumbered with scaffolds, built of thick brown beams; huge sheaves were hanging everywhere; chains and ropes were fastened to them, and rocking in the air; the links of the chains were faintly clanging. A throng of peasants in blue and in red blouses pulled a large beam across the dock and, heavily stamping their feet, groaned with full chest:


    “It goes — it goes — it goes!”


    Here and there human figures clung to the scaffoldings, like big lumps of blue and red; the wind, blowing their blouses and their trousers, gave the men odd forms, making them appear now hump-backed, now round and puffed up like bladders. The people on the scaffolds and on the decks of the barges were making fast, hewing, sawing, driving in nails; and big arms, with shirt sleeves rolled up to the elbows were seen everywhere. The wind scattered splinters of wood, and a varied, lively, brisk noise in the air; the saw gnawed the wood, choking with wicked joy; the beams, wounded by the axes, moaned and groaned drily; the boards cracked sickly as they split from the blows they received; the jointer squeaked maliciously. The iron clinking of the chains and the groaning creaking of the sheaves joined the wrathful roaring of the waves, and the wind howled loudly, scattering over the river the noise of toil and drove the clouds across the sky.


    “Mishka-a! The deuce take you!” cried someone from the top of the scaffolding. And from the deck, a large-formed peasant, with his head thrown upward, answered:


    “Wh-a-at?” And the wind, playing with his long, flaxen beard, flung it into his face.


    “Hand us the end.”


    A resounding basso shouted as through a speaking-trumpet:


    “See how you’ve fastened this board, you blind devil? Can’t you see? I’ll rub your eyes for you!”


    “Pull, my boys, come on!”


    “Once more — brave — boys!” cried out some one in a loud, beseeching voice.


    Handsome and stately, in a short cloth jacket and high boots, Foma stood, leaning his back against a mast, and stroking his beard with his trembling hand, admired the daring work of the peasants. The noise about him called forth in him a persistent desire to shout, to work together with the peasants, to hew wood, to carry burdens, to command — to compel everybody to pay attention to him, and to show them his strength, his skill, and the live soul within him. But he restrained himself. And standing speechless, motionless, he felt ashamed and afraid of something. He was embarrassed by the fact that he was master over everybody there, and that if he were to start to work himself, no one would believe that he was working merely to satisfy his desire, and not to spur them on in their work; to set them an example. And then, the peasants might laugh at him, in all probability.


    A fair and curly-headed fellow, with his shirt collar unbuttoned, was now and again running past him, now carrying a log on his shoulder, now an axe in his hands; he was skipping along, like a frolicsome goat, scattering about him cheerful, ringing laughter, jests, violent oaths, and working unceasingly, now assisting one, now another, as he was cleverly and quickly running across the deck, which was obstructed with timber and shavings. Foma watched him closely, and envied this merry fellow, who was radiant with something healthy and inspiring.


    “Evidently he is happy,” thought Foma, and this thought provoked in him a keen, piercing desire to insult him somehow, to embarrass him. All those about him were seized with the zest of pressing work, all were unanimously and hastily fastening the scaffoldings, arranging the pulleys, preparing to raise the sunken barge from the bottom of the river; all were sound and merry — they all lived. While he stood alone, aside from them, not knowing what to do, not knowing how to do anything, feeling himself superfluous to this great toil. It vexed him to feel that he was superfluous among men, and the more closely he watched them, the more intense was this vexation. And he was stung most by the thought that all this was being done for him. And yet he was out of place there.


    “Where is my place, then?” he thought gloomily. “Where is my work? Am I, then, some deformed being? I have just as much strength as any of them. But of what use is it to me?” The chains clanged, the pulleys groaned, the blows of the axes resounded loud over the river, and the barges rocked from the shocks of the waves, but to Foma it seemed that he was rocking not because the barge was rocking under his feet, but rather because he was not able to stand firmly anywhere, he was not destined to do so.


    The contractor, a small-sized peasant with a small pointed gray beard, and with narrow little eyes on his gray wrinkled face, came up to him and said, not loud, but pronouncing his words with a certain tone from the bottom of the river. He wished that they might not succeed, that they might feel embarrassed in his presence, and a wicked thought flashed through his mind:


    “Perhaps the chains will break.”


    “Boys! Attention!” shouted the contractor. “Start all together. God bless us!” And suddenly, clasping his hands in the air, he cried in a shrill voice:


    “Let — her — go-o-o!”


    The labourers took up his shout, and all cried out in one voice, with excitement and exertion:


    “Let her go! She moves.”


    The pulleys squeaked and creaked, the chains clanked, strained under the heavy weight that suddenly fell upon them; and the labourers, bracing their chests against the handle of the windlasses, roared and tramped heavily. The waves splashed noisily between the barges as though unwilling to give up their prize to the men. Everywhere about Foma, chains and ropes were stretched and they quivered from the strain — they were creeping somewhere across the deck, past his feet, like huge gray worms; they were lifted upward, link after link, falling back with a rattling noise, and all these sounds were drowned by the deafening roaring of the labourers.


    “It goes, it goes, it goes,” they all sang in unison, triumphantly. But the ringing voice of the contractor pierced the deep wave of their voices, and cut it even as a knife cuts bread.


    “My boys! Go ahead, all at once, all at once.”


    Foma was seized with a strange emotion; passionately he now longed to mingle with this excited roaring of the labourers, which was as broad and as powerful as the river — to blend with this irritating, creaking, squeaking, clanging of iron and turbulent splashing of waves. Perspiration came out on his face from the intensity of his desire, and suddenly pale from agitation, he tore himself away from the mast, and rushed toward the windlasses with big strides.


    “All at once! At once!” he cried in a fierce voice. When he reached the lever of the windlass, he dashed his chest against it with all his might, and not feeling the pain, he began to go around the windlass, roaring, and firmly stamping his feet against the deck. Something powerful and burning rushed into his breast, replacing the efforts which he spent while turning the windlass-lever! Inexpressible joy raged within him and forced itself outside in an agitated cry. It seemed to him that he alone, that only his strength was turning the lever, thus raising the weight, and that his strength was growing and growing. Stooping, and lowering his head, like a bull he massed the power of the weight, which threw him back, but yielded to him, nevertheless. Each step forward excited him the more, each expended effort was immediately replaced in him by a flood of burning and vehement pride. His head reeled, his eyes were blood-shot, he saw nothing, he only felt that they were yielding to him, that he would soon conquer, that he would overthrow with his strength something huge which obstructed his way — would overthrow, conquer and then breathe easily and freely, full of proud delight. For the first time in his life he experienced such a powerful, spiritualizing sensation, and he drank it with all the strength of a hungry, thirsty soul; he was intoxicated by it and he gave vent to his joy in loud, exulting cries in unison with the workers:


    “It goes — it goes — it goes.”


    “Hold on! Fasten! Hold on, boys!”


    Something dashed against Foma’s chest, and he was hurled backward.


    “I congratulate you on a successful result, Foma Ignatyich!” the contractor congratulated him and the wrinkles quivered on his face in cheerful beams.


    “Thank God! You must be quite tired now?”


    Cold wind blew in Foma’s face. A contented, boastful bustle was in the air about him; swearing at one another in a friendly way, merry, with smiles on their perspiring brows, the peasants approached him and surrounded him closely. He smiled in embarrassment: the excitement within him had not yet calmed down and this hindered him from understanding what had happened and why all those who surrounded him were so merry and contented.


    “We’ve raised a hundred and seventy thousand puds as if we plucked a radish from a garden-bed!” said some one.


    “We ought to get a vedro of whisky from our master.”


    Foma, standing on a heap of cable, looked over the heads of the workers and saw; between the barges, side by side with them, stood a third barge, black, slippery, damaged, wrapped in chains. It was warped all over, it seemed as though it swelled from some terrible disease and, impotent, clumsy, it was suspended between its companions, leaning against them. Its broken mast stood out mournfully in the centre; reddish streams of water, like blood, were running across the deck, which was covered with stains of rust. Everywhere on the deck lay heaps of iron, of black, wet stumps of wood, and of ropes.


    “Raised?” asked Foma, not knowing what to say at the sight of this ugly, heavy mass, and again feeling offended at the thought that merely for the sake of raising this dirty, bruised monster from the water, his soul had foamed up with such joy.


    “How’s the barge?” asked Foma, indefinitely, addressing the contractor.


    “It’s pretty good! We must unload right away, and put a company of about twenty carpenters to work on it — they’ll bring it quickly into shape,” said the contractor in a consoling tone.


    And the light-haired fellow, gaily and broadly smiling into Foma’s face, asked:


    “Are we going to have any vodka?”


    “Can’t you wait? You have time!” said the contractor, sternly. “Don’t you see — the man is tired.”


    Then the peasants began to speak:


    “Of course, he is tired!


    “That wasn’t easy work!”


    “Of course, one gets tired if he isn’t used to work.”


    “It is even hard to eat gruel if you are not used to it.”


    “I am not tired,” said Foma, gloomily, and again were heard the respectful exclamations of the peasants, as they surrounded him more closely.


    “Work, if one likes it, is a pleasant thing.”


    “It’s just like play.”


    “It’s like playing with a woman.”


    But the light-haired fellow persisted in his request:


    “Your Honour! You ought to treat us to a vedro of vodka, eh?” he said, smiling and sighing.


    Foma looked at the bearded faces before him and felt like saying something offensive to them. But somehow everything became confused in his brain, he found no thoughts in it and, finally, without giving himself an account of his words, said angrily:


    “All you want is to drink all the time! It makes no difference to you what you do! You should have thought — why? to what purpose? Eh, you!”


    There was an expression of perplexity on the faces of those that surrounded him, blue and red, bearded figures began to sigh, scratch themselves, shift themselves from one foot to another. Others cast a hopeless glance at Foma and turned away.


    “Yes, yes!” said the contractor, with a sigh. “That wouldn’t harm! That is — to think — why and how. These are words of wisdom.”


    The light-haired fellow had a different opinion on the matter; smiling kind-heartedly, he waved his hand and said:


    “We don’t have to think over our work! If we have it — we do it! Our business is simple! When a rouble is earned — thank God! we can do everything.”


    “And do you know what’s necessary to do?” questioned Foma, irritated by the contradiction.


    “Everything is necessary — this and that.”


    “But where’s the sense?”


    “There’s but one and the same sense in everything for our class — when you have earned for bread and taxes — live! And when there’s something to drink, into the bargain.”


    “Eh, you!” exclaimed Foma, with contempt. “You’re also talking! What do you understand?”


    “Is it our business to understand?” said the light-haired fellow, with a nod of the head. It now bored him to speak to Foma. He suspected that he was unwilling to treat them to vodka and he was somewhat angry.


    “That’s it!” said Foma, instructively, pleased that the fellow yielded to him, and not noticing the cross, sarcastic glances. “And he who understands feels that it is necessary to do everlasting work!”


    “That is, for God!” explained the contractor, eyeing the peasants, and added, with a devout sigh:


    “That’s true. Oh, how true that is!”


    And Foma was inspired with the desire to say something correct and important, after which these people might regard him in a different light, for he was displeased with the fact that all, save the light-haired fellow, kept silent and looked at him askance, surlily, with such weary, gloomy eyes.


    “It is necessary to do such work,” he said, moving his eyebrows. “Such work that people may say a thousand years hence: ‘This was done by the peasants of Bogorodsk — yes!’”


    The light-haired fellow glanced at Foma with astonishment and asked:


    “Are we, perhaps, to drink the Volga dry?” Then he sniffed and, nodding his head, announced: “We can’t do that — we should all burst.”


    Foma became confused at his words and looked about him; the peasants were smiling morosely, disdainfully, sarcastically. And these smiles stung him like needles. A serious-looking peasant, with a big gray beard, who had not yet opened his mouth up to that time, suddenly opened it now, came closer to Foma and said slowly:


    “And even if we were to drink the Volga dry, and eat up that mountain, into the bargain — that too would be forgotten, your Honour. Everything will be forgotten. Life is long. It is not for us to do such deeds as would stand out above everything else. But we can put up scaffoldings — that we can!”


    He spoke and sceptically spitting at his feet, indifferently walked off from Foma, and slipped into the crowd, as a wedge into a tree. His words crushed Foma completely; he felt, that the peasants considered him stupid and ridiculous. And in order to save his importance as master in their eyes, to attract again the now exhausted attention of the peasants to himself, he bristled up, comically puffed up his cheeks and blurted out in an impressive voice:


    “I make you a present of three buckets of vodka.”


    Brief speeches have always the most meaning and are always apt to produce a strong impression. The peasants respectfully made way for Foma, making low bows to him, and, smiling merrily and gratefully, thanked him for his generosity in a unanimous roar of approval.


    “Take me over to the shore,” said Foma, feeling that the excitement that had just been aroused in him would not last long. A worm was gnawing his heart, and he was weary.


    “I feel disgusted!” he said, entering the hut where Sasha, in a smart, pink gown, was bustling about the table, arranging wines and refreshments. “I feel disgusted, Aleksandra! If you could only do something with me, eh?”


    She looked at him attentively and, seating herself on the bench, shoulder to shoulder with him, said:


    “Since you feel disgusted — it means that you want something. What is it you want?”


    “I don’t know!” replied Foma, nodding his head mournfully.


    “Think of it — search.”


    “I am unable to think. Nothing comes out of my thinking.”


    “Eh, you, my child!” said Sasha, softly and disdainfully, moving away from him. “Your head is superfluous to you.”


    Foma neither caught her tone nor noticed her movement. Leaning his hands against the bench, he bent forward, looked at the floor, and, swaying his body to and fro, said:


    “Sometimes I think and think — and the whole soul is stuck round with thoughts as with tar. And suddenly everything disappears, without leaving any trace. Then it is dark in the soul as in a cellar — dark, damp and empty — there is nothing at all in it! It is even terrible — I feel then as though I were not a man, but a bottomless ravine. You ask me what I want?”


    Sasha looked at him askance and pensively began to sing softly:


    “Eh, when the wind blows — mist comes from the sea.”


    “I don’t want to carouse — it is repulsive! Always the same — the people, the amusements, the wine. When I grow malicious — I’d thrash everybody. I am not pleased with men — what are they? It is impossible to understand them — why do they keep on living? And when they speak the truth — to whom are we to listen? One says this, another that. While I — I cannot say anything.”


     “Eh, without thee, dear, my life is weary,”


    sang Sasha, staring at the wall before her. And Foma kept on rocking and said:


    “There are times when I feel guilty before men. Everybody lives, makes noise, while I am frightened, staggered — as if I did not feel the earth under me. Was it, perhaps, my mother that endowed me with apathy? My godfather says that she was as cold as ice — that she was forever yearning towards something. I am also yearning. Toward men I am yearning. I’d like to go to them and say: ‘Brethren, help me! Teach me! I know not how to live!. And if I am guilty — forgive me!’ But looking about, I see there’s no one to speak to. No one wants it — they are all rascals! And it seems they are even worse than I am. For I am, at least, ashamed of living as I am, while they are not! They go on.”


    Foma uttered some violent, unbecoming invectives and became silent. Sasha broke off her song and moved still farther away from him. The wind was raging outside the window, hurling dust against the window-panes. Cockroaches were rustling on the oven as they crawled over a bunch of pine wood splinters. Somewhere in the yard a calf was lowing pitifully.


    Sasha glanced at Foma, with a sarcastic smile, and said:


    “There’s another unfortunate creature lowing. You ought to go to him; perhaps you could sing in unison. And placing her hand on his curly head she jestingly pushed it on the side.


    “What are people like yourself good for? That’s what you ought to think of. What are you groaning about? You are disgusted with being idle — occupy yourself, then, with business.”


    “Oh Lord!” Foma nodded his head. “It is hard for one to make himself understood. Yes, it is hard!” And irritated, he almost cried out: “What business? I have no yearning toward business! What is business? Business is merely a name — and if you should look into the depth, into the root of it — you’ll find it is nothing but absurdity! Do I not understand it? I understand everything, I see everything, I feel everything! Only my tongue is dumb. What aim is there in business? Money? I have plenty of it! I could choke you to death with it, cover you with it. All this business is nothing but fraud. I meet business people — well, and what about them? Their greediness is immense, and yet they purposely whirl about in business that they might not see themselves. They hide themselves, the devils. Try to free them from this bustle — what will happen? Like blind men they will grope about hither and thither; they’ll lose their mind — they’ll go mad! I know it! Do you think that business brings happiness into man? No, that’s not so — something else is missing here. This is not everything yet! The river flows that men may sail on it; the tree grows — to be useful; the dog — to guard the house. There is justification for everything in the world! And men, like cockroaches, are altogether superfluous on earth. Everything is for them, and they — what are they for? Aha! Wherein is their justification? Ha, ha, ha!”


    Foma was triumphant. It seemed to him that he had found something good for himself, something severe against men. And feeling that, because of this, there was great joy in him, he laughed loudly.


    “Does not your head ache?” inquired Sasha, anxiously, scrutinizing his face.


    “My soul aches!” exclaimed Foma, passionately. “And it aches because it is upright — because it is not to be satisfied with trifles. Answer it, how to live? To what purpose? There — take my godfather — he is wise! He says — create life! But he’s the only one like this. Well, I’ll ask him, wait! And everybody says — life has usurped us! Life has choked us. I shall ask these, too. And how can we create life? You must keep it in your hands to do this, you must be master over it. You cannot make even a pot, without taking the clay into your hands.”


    “Listen!” said Sasha, seriously. “I think you ought to get married, that’s all!”


    “What for?” asked Foma, shrugging his shoulders.


    “You need a bridle.”


    “All right! I am living with you — you are all of a kind, are you not? One is not sweeter than the other. I had one before you, of the same kind as you. No, but that one did it for love’s sake. She had taken a liking to me — and consented; she was good — but, otherwise, she was in every way the same as you — though you are prettier than she. But I took a liking to a certain lady — a lady of noble birth! They said she led a loose life, but I did not get her. Yes, she was clever, intelligent; she lived in luxury. I used to think — that’s where I’ll taste the real thing! I did not get her — and, it may be, if I had succeeded, all would have taken a different turn. I yearned toward her. I thought — I could not tear myself away. While now that I have given myself to drink, I’ve drowned her in wine — I am forgetting her — and that also is wrong. O man! You are a rascal, to be frank.”


    Foma became silent and sank into meditation. And Sasha rose from the bench and paced the hut to and fro, biting her lips. Then she stopped short before him, and, clasping her hands to her head, said:


    “Do you know what? I’ll leave you.”


    “Where will you go?” asked Foma, without lifting his head.


    “I don’t know — it’s all the same!”


    “But why?”


    “You’re always saying unnecessary things. It is lonesome with you. You make me sad.”


    Foma lifted his head, looked at her and burst into mournful laughter.


    “Really? Is it possible?”


    “You do make me sad! Do you know? If I should reflect on it, I would understand what you say and why you say it — for I am also of that sort — when the time comes, I shall also think of all this. And then I shall be lost. But now it is too early for me. No, I want to live yet, and then, later, come what will!”


    “And I — will I, too, be lost?” asked Foma, indifferently, already fatigued by his words.


    “Of course!” replied Sasha, calmly and confidently. “All such people are lost. He, whose character is inflexible, and who has no brains — what sort of a life is his? We are like this.”


    “I have no character at all,” said Foma, stretching himself. Then after a moment’s silence he added:


    “And I have no brains, either.”


    They were silent for a minute, eyeing each other.


    “What are we going to do?” asked Foma.


    “We must have dinner.”


    “No, I mean, in general? Afterward?”


    “Afterward? I don’t know?”


    “So you are leaving me?”


    “I am. Come, let’s carouse some more before we part. Let’s go to Kazan, and there we’ll have a spree — smoke and flame! I’ll sing your farewell song.”


    “Very well,” assented Foma. “It’s quite proper at leave taking. Eh, you devil! That’s a merry life! Listen, Sasha. They say that women of your kind are greedy for money; are even thieves.”


    “Let them say,” said Sasha, calmly.


    “Don’t you feel offended?” asked Foma, with curiosity. “But you are not greedy. It’s advantageous to you to be with me. I am rich, and yet you are going away; that shows you’re not greedy.”


    “I?” Sasha thought awhile and said with a wave of the hand: “Perhaps I am not greedy — what of it? I am not of the very lowest of the street women. And against whom shall I feel a grudge? Let them say whatever they please. It will be only human talk, not the bellowing of bulls. And human holiness and honesty are quite familiar to me! Eh, how well I know them! If I were chosen as a judge, I would acquit the dead only l” and bursting into malicious laughter, Sasha said: “Well, that will do, we’ve spoken enough nonsense. Sit down at the table!”


    On the morning of the next day Foma and Sasha stood side by side on the gangway of a steamer which was approaching a harbour on the Ustye. Sasha’s big black hat attracted everybody’s attention by its deftly bent brim, and its white feathers, and Foma was ill at ease as he stood beside her, and felt as though inquisitive glances crawled over his perplexed face. The steamer hissed and quivered as it neared the landing-bridge, which was sprinkled by a waiting crowd of people attired in bright summer clothes, and it seemed to Foma that he noticed among the crowd of various faces and figures a person he knew, who now seemed to be hiding behind other people’s backs, and yet lifted not his eye from him.


    “Let’s go into the cabin!” said he to his companion uneasily.


    “Don’t acquire the habit of hiding your sins from people,” replied Sasha, with a smile. “Have you perhaps noticed an acquaintance there?”


    “Mm. Yes. Somebody is watching me.”


    “A nurse with a milk bottle? Ha, ha, ha!”


    “Well, there you’re neighing!” said Foma, enraged, looking at her askance. “Do you think I am afraid?”


    “I can see how brave you are.”


    “You’ll see. I’ll face anybody,” said Foma, angrily, but after a close look at the crowd in the harbour his face suddenly assumed another expression, and he added softly:


    “Oh, it’s my godfather.”


    At the very edge of the landing-stage stood Yakov Tarasovich, squeezed between two stout women, with his iron-like face lifted upward, and he waved his cap in the air with malicious politeness. His beard shook, his bald crown flashed, and his small eye pierced Foma like borers.


    “What a vulture!” muttered Foma, raising his cap and nodding his head to his godfather.


    His bow evidently afforded great pleasure to Mayakin. The old man somehow coiled himself up, stamped his feet, and his face seemed beaming with a malicious smile.


    “The little boy will get money for nuts, it seems!” Sasha teased Foma. Her words together with his godfather’s smile seemed to have kindled a fire in Foma’s breast.


    “We shall see what is going to happen,” hissed Foma, and suddenly he became as petrified in malicious calm. The steamer made fast, and the people rushed in a wave to the landing-place. Pressed by the crowd, Mayakin disappeared for awhile from the sight of his godson and appeared again with a maliciously triumphant smile. Foma stared at him fixedly, with knitted brow, and came toward him slowly pacing the gang planks. They jostled him in the back, they leaned on him, they squeezed him, and this provoked Foma still more. Now he came face to face with the old man, and the latter greeted him with a polite bow, and asked:


    “Whither are you travelling, Foma Ignatyich?”


    “About my affairs,” replied Foma, firmly, without greeting his godfather.


    “That’s praiseworthy, my dear sir!” said Yakov Tarasovich, all beaming with a smile. “The lady with the feathers — what is she to you, may I ask?”


    “She’s my mistress,” said Foma, loud, without lowering his eyes at the keen look of his godfather.


    Sasha stood behind him calmly examining over his shoulder the little old man, whose head hardly reached Foma’s chin. Attracted by Foma’s loud words, the public looked at them, scenting a scandal. And Mayakin, too, perceived immediately the possibility of a scandal and instantly estimated correctly the quarrelsome mood of his godson. He contracted his wrinkles, bit his lips, and said to Foma, peaceably:


    “I have something to speak to you about. Will you come with me to the hotel?”


    “Yes; for a little while.”


    “You have no time, then? It’s a plain thing, you must be making haste to wreck another barge, eh?” said the old man, unable to contain himself any longer.


    “And why not wreck them, since they can be wrecked?” retorted Foma, passionately and firmly.


    “Of course, you did not earn them yourself; why should you spare them? Well, come. And couldn’t we drown that lady in the water for awhile?” said Mayakin, softly.


    “Drive to the town, Sasha, and engage a room at the Siberian Inn. I’ll be there shortly!” said Foma and turning to Mayakin, he announced boldly:


    “I am ready! Let us go!”


    Neither of them spoke on their way to the hotel. Foma, seeing that his godfather had to skip as he went in order to keep up with him, purposely took longer strides, and the fact that the old man could not keep step with him supported and strengthened in him the turbulent feeling of protest which he was by this time scarcely able to master.


    “Waiter!” said Mayakin, gently, on entering the hall of the hotel, and turning toward a remote corner, “let us have a bottle of moorberry kvass.”


    “And I want some cognac,” ordered Foma.


    “So-o! When you have poor cards you had better always play the lowest trump first!” Mayakin advised him sarcastically.


    “You don’t know my game!” said Foma, seating himself by the table.


    “Really? Come, come! Many play like that.”


    “How?”


    “I mean as you do — boldly, but foolishly.”


    “I play so that either the head is smashed to pieces, or the wall broken in half,” said Foma, hotly, and struck the table with his fist.


    “Haven’t you recovered from your drunkenness yet?” asked Mayakin with a smile.


    Foma seated himself more firmly in his chair, and, his face distorted with wrathful agitation, he said:


    “Godfather, you are a sensible man. I respect you for your common sense.”


    “Thank you, my son!” and Mayakin bowed, rising slightly, and leaning his hands against the table.


    “Don’t mention it. I want to tell you that I am no longer twenty. I am not a child any longer.”


    “Of course not!” assented Mayakin. “You’ve lived a good while, that goes without saying! If a mosquito had lived as long it might have grown as big as a hen.”


    “Stop your joking!” Foma warned him, and he did it so calmly that Mayakin started back, and the wrinkles on his face quivered with alarm.


    “What did you come here for?” asked Foma.


    “Ah! you’ve done some nasty work here. So I want to find out whether there’s much damage in it! You see, I am a relative of yours. And then, I am the only one you have.”


    “You are troubling yourself in vain. Do you know, papa, what I’ll tell you? Either give me full freedom, or take all my business into your own hands. Take everything! Everything — to the last rouble!”


    This proposition burst forth from Foma altogether unexpectedly to himself; he had never before thought of anything like it. But now that he uttered such words to his godfather it suddenly became clear to him that if his godfather were to take from him all his property he would become a perfectly free man, he could go wherever he pleased, do whatever he pleased. Until this moment he had been bound and enmeshed with something, but he knew not his fetters and was unable to break them, while now they were falling off of themselves so simply, so easily. Both an alarming and a joyous hope blazed up within his breast, as though he noticed that suddenly light had begun to flash upon his turbid life, that a wide, spacious road lay open now before him. Certain images sprang up in his mind, and, watching their shiftings, he muttered incoherently:


    “Here, this is better than anything! Take everything, and be done with it! And — as for me — I shall be free to go anywhere in the wide world! I cannot live like this. I feel as though weights were hanging on me, as though I were all bound. There — I must not go, this I must not do. I want to live in freedom, that I may know everything myself. I shall search life for myself. For, otherwise, what am I? A prisoner! Be kind, take everything. The devil take it all! Give me freedom, pray! What kind of a merchant am I? I do not like anything. And so — I would forsake men — everything. I would find a place for myself, I would find some kind of work, and would work. By God! Father! set me at liberty! For now, you see, I am drinking. I’m entangled with that woman.”


    Mayakin looked at him, listened attentively to his words, and his face was stern, immobile as though petrified. A dull, tavern noise smote the air, some people went past them, they greeted Mayakin, but he saw nothing, staring fixedly at the agitated face of his godson, who smiled distractedly, both joyously and pitifully.


    “Eh, my sour blackberry!” said Mayakin, with a sigh, interrupting Foma’s speech. “I see you’ve lost your way. And you’re prating nonsense. I would like to know whether the cognac is to blame for it, or is it your foolishness?”


    “Papa!” exclaimed Foma, “this can surely be done. There were cases where people have cast away all their possessions and thus saved themselves.”


    “That wasn’t in my time. Not people that are near to me!” said Mayakin, sternly, “or else I would have shown them how to go away!”


    “Many have become saints when they went away.”


    “Mm! They couldn’t have gone away from me! The matter is simple — you know how to play at draughts, don’t you? Move from one place to another until you are beaten, and if you’re not beaten then you have the queen. Then all ways are open to you. Do you understand? And why am I talking to you seriously? Psha!”


    “Papa! why don’t you want it?” exclaimed Foma, angrily.


    “Listen to me! If you are a chimney-sweep, go, carrion, on the roof! If you are a fireman, stand on the watch-tower! And each and every sort of men must have its own mode of life. Calves cannot roar like bears! If you live your own life; go on, live it! And don’t talk nonsense, and don’t creep where you don’t belong. Arrange your life after your pattern.” And from the dark lips of the old man gushed forth in a trembling, glittering stream the jarring, but confident and bold words so familiar to Foma. Seized with the thought of freedom, which seemed to him so easily possible, Foma did not listen to his words. This idea had eaten into his brains, and in his heart the desire grew stronger and stronger to sever all his connections with this empty and wearisome life, with his godfather, with the steamers, the barges and the carouses, with everything amidst which it was narrow and stifling for him to live.


    The old man’s words seemed to fall on him from afar; they were blended with the clatter of the dishes, with the scraping of the lackey’s feet along the floor, with some one’s drunken shouting. Not far from them sat four merchants at a table and argued loudly:


    “Two and a quarter — and thank God!”


    “Luka Mitrich! How can I?”


    “Give him two and a half!”


    “That’s right! You ought to give it, it’s a good steamer, it tows briskly.”


    “My dear fellows, I can’t. Two and a quarter!”


    “And all this nonsense came to your head from your youthful passion!” said Mayakin, importantly, accompanying his words with a rap on the table. “Your boldness is stupidity; all these words of yours are nonsense. Would you perhaps go to the cloister? or have you perhaps a longing to go on the highways?”


    Foma listened in silence. The buzzing noise about him now seemed to move farther away from him. He pictured himself amid a vast restless crowd of people; without knowing why they bustled about hither and thither, jumped on one another; their eyes were greedily opened wide; they were shouting, cursing, falling, crushing one another, and they were all jostling about on one place. He felt bad among them because he did not understand what they wanted, because he had no faith in their words, and he felt that they had no faith in themselves, that they understood nothing. And if one were to tear himself away from their midst to freedom, to the edge of life, and thence behold them — then all would become clear to him. Then he would also understand what they wanted, and would find his own place among them.


    “Don’t I understand,” said Mayakin, more gently, seeing Foma lost in thought, and assuming that he was reflecting on his words— “I understand that you want happiness for yourself. Well, my friend, it is not to be easily seized. You must seek happiness even as they search for mushrooms in the wood, you must bend your back in search of it, and finding it, see whether it isn’t a toad-stool.”


    “So you will set me free?” asked Foma, suddenly lifting his head, and Mayakin turned his eyes away from his fiery look.


    “Father! at least for a short time! Let me breathe, let me step aside from everything!” entreated Foma. “I will watch how everything goes on. And then — if not — I shall become a drunkard.”


    “Don’t talk nonsense. Why do you play the fool?” cried Mayakin, angrily.


    “Very well, then!” replied Foma, calmly. “Very well! You do not want it? Then there will be nothing! I’ll squander it all! And there is nothing more for us to speak of. Goodbye! I’ll set out to work, you’ll see! It will afford you joy. Everything will go up in smoke!” Foma was calm, he spoke with confidence; it seemed to him that since he had thus decided, his godfather could not hinder him. But Mayakin straightened himself in his chair and said, also plainly and calmly:


    “And do you know how I can deal with you?”


    “As you like!” said Foma, with a wave of the hand. “Well then. Now I like the following: I’ll return to town and will see to it that you are declared insane, and put into a lunatic asylum.”


    “Can this be done?” asked Foma, distrustfully, but with a tone of fright in his voice.


    “We can do everything, my dear.”


    Foma lowered his head, and casting a furtive glance at his godfather’s face, shuddered, thinking:


    “He’ll do it; he won’t spare me.”


    “If you play the fool seriously I must also deal with you seriously. I promised your father to make a man of you, and I will do it; if you cannot stand on your feet, I’ll put you in irons. Then you will stand. Though I know all these holy words of yours are but ugly caprices that come from excessive drinking. But if you do not give that up, if you keep on behaving indecently, if you ruin, out of wantonness, the property accumulated by your father, I’ll cover you all up. I’ll have a bell forged over you. It is very inconvenient to fool with me.”


    Mayakin spoke gently. The wrinkles of his cheeks all rose upward, and his small eyes in their dark sockets were smiling sarcastically, coldly. And the wrinkles on his forehead formed an odd pattern, rising up to his bald crown. His face was stern and merciless, and breathed melancholy and coldness upon Foma’s soul.


    “So there’s no way out for me?” asked Foma, gloomily. “You are blocking all my ways?”


    “There is a way. Go there! I shall guide you. Don’t worry, it will be right! You will come just to your proper place.”


    This self-confidence, this unshakable boastfulness aroused Foma’s indignation. Thrusting his hands into his pockets in order not to strike the old man, he straightened himself in his chair and clinching his teeth, said, facing Mayakin closely:


    “Why are you boasting? What are you boasting of? Your own son, where is he? Your daughter, what is she? Eh, you — you life-builder! Well, you are clever. You know everything. Tell me, what for do you live? What for are you accumulating money? Do you think you are not going to die? Well, what then? You’ve captured me. You’ve taken hold of me, you’ve conquered me. But wait, I may yet tear myself away from you! It isn’t the end yet! Eh, you! What have you done for life? By what will you be remembered? My father, for instance, donated a lodging-house, and you — what have you done?”


    Mayakin’s wrinkles quivered and sank downward, wherefore his face assumed a sickly, weeping expression.


    “How will you justify yourself?” asked Foma, softly, without lifting his eyes from him.


    “Hold your tongue, you puppy!” said the old man in a low voice, casting a glance of alarm about the room.


    “I’ve said everything! And now I’m going! Hold me back!”


    Foma rose from his chair, thrust his cap on his head, and measured the old man with abhorrence.


    “You may go; but I’ll — I’ll catch you! It will come out as I say!” said Yakov Tarasovich in a broken voice.


    “And I’ll go on a spree! I’ll squander all!”


    “Very well, we’ll see!”


    “Goodbye! you hero,” Foma laughed.


    “Goodbye, for a short while! I’ll not go back on my own. I love it. I love you, too. Never mind, you’re a good fellow!” said Mayakin, softly, and as though out of breath.


    “Do not love me, but teach me. But then, you cannot teach me the right thing!” said Foma, as he turned his back on the old man and left the hall.


    Yakov Tarasovich Mayakin remained in the tavern alone. He sat by the table, and, bending over it, made drawings of patterns on the tray, dipping his trembling finger in the spilt kvass, and his sharp-pointed head was sinking lower and lower over the table, as though he did not decipher, and could not make out what his bony finger was drawing on the tray.


    Beads of perspiration glistened on his bald crown, and as usual the wrinkles on his cheeks quivered with frequent, irritable starts.


    In the tavern a resounding tumult smote the air so that the window-panes were rattling. From the Volga were wafted the whistlings of steamers, the dull beating of the wheels upon the water, the shouting of the loaders — life was moving onward unceasingly and unquestionably.


    Summoning the waiter with a nod Yakov Tarasovich asked him with peculiar intensity and impressiveness,


    “How much do I owe for all this?”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER X


    
      
    


    PREVIOUS to his quarrel with Mayakin, Foma had caroused because of the weariness of life, out of curiosity, and half indifferently; now he led a dissipated life out of spite, almost in despair; now he was filled with a feeling of vengeance and with a certain insolence toward men, an insolence which astonished even himself at times. He saw that the people about him, like himself, lacked support and reason, only they did not understand this, or purposely would not understand it, so as not to hinder themselves from living blindly, and from giving themselves completely, without a thought, to their dissolute life. He found nothing firm in them, nothing steadfast; when sober, they seemed to him miserable and stupid; when intoxicated, they were repulsive to him, and still more stupid. None of them inspired him with respect, with deep, hearty interest; he did not even ask them what their names were; he forgot where and when he made their acquaintance, and regarding them with contemptuous curiosity, always longed to say and do something that would offend them. He passed days and nights with them in different places of amusement, and his acquaintances always depended just upon the category of each of these places. In the expensive and elegant restaurants certain sharpers of the better class of society surrounded him — gamblers, couplet singers, jugglers, actors, and property-holders who were ruined by leading depraved lives. At first these people treated him with a patronizing air, and boasted before him of their refined tastes, of their knowledge of the merits of wine and food, and then they courted favours of him, fawned upon him, borrowed of him money which he scattered about without counting, drawing it from the banks, and already borrowing it on promissory notes. In the cheap taverns hair-dressers, markers, clerks, functionaries and choristers surrounded him like vultures; and among these people he always felt better — freer. In these he saw plain people, not so monstrously deformed and distorted as that “clean society” of the elegant restaurants; these were less depraved, cleverer, better understood by him. At times they evinced wholesome, strong emotions, and there was always something more human in them. But, like the “clean society,” these were also eager for money, and shamelessly fleeced him, and he saw it and rudely mocked them.


    To be sure, there were women. Physically healthy, but not sensual, Foma bought them, the dear ones and the cheap ones, the beautiful and the ugly, gave them large sums of money, changed them almost every week, and in general, he treated the women better than the men. He laughed at them, said to them disgraceful and offensive words, but he could never, even when half-drunk, rid himself of a certain bashfulness in their presence. They all, even the most brazen-faced, the strongest and the most shameless, seemed to him weak and defenseless, like small children. Always ready to thrash any man, he never laid a hand on women, although when irritated by something he sometimes abused them indecently. He felt that he was immeasurably stronger than any woman, and every woman seemed to him immeasurably more miserable than he was. Those of the women who led their dissolute lives audaciously, boasting of their depravity, called forth in Foma a feeling of bashfulness, which made him timid and awkward. One evening, during supper hour, one of these women, intoxicated and impudent, struck Foma on the cheek with a melon-rind. Foma was half-drunk. He turned pale with rage, rose from his chair, and thrusting his hands into his pockets, said in a fierce voice which trembled with indignation:


    “You carrion, get out. Begone! Someone else would have broken your head for this. And you know that I am forbearing with you, and that my arm is never raised against any of your kind. Drive her away to the devil!”


    A few days after her arrival in Kazan, Sasha became the mistress of a certain vodka-distiller’s son, who was carousing together with Foma. Going away with her new master to some place on the Kama, she said to Foma:


    “Goodbye, dear man! Perhaps we may meet again. We’re both going the same way! But I advise you not to give your heart free rein. Enjoy yourself without looking back at anything. And then, when the gruel is eaten up, smash the bowl on the ground. Goodbye!”


    And she impressed a hot kiss upon his lips, at which her eyes looked still darker.


    Foma was glad that she was leaving him, he had grown tired of her and her cold indifference frightened him. But now something trembled within him, he turned aside from her and said in a low voice:


    “Perhaps you will not live well together, then come back to me.”


    “Thank you!” she replied, and for some reason or other burst into hoarse laughter, which was uncommon with her.


    Thus lived Foma, day in and day out, always turning around on one and the same place, amid people who were always alike, and who never inspired him with any noble feelings. And then he considered himself superior to them, because the thoughts of the possibility of freeing himself from this life was taking deeper and deeper root in his mind, because the yearning for freedom held him in an ever firmer embrace, because ever brighter were the pictures as he imagined himself drifting away to the border of life, away from this tumult and confusion. More than once, by night, remaining all by himself, he would firmly close his eyes and picture to himself a dark throng of people, innumerably great and even terrible in its immenseness. Crowded together somewhere in a deep valley, which was surrounded by hillocks, and filled with a dusty mist, this throng jostled one another on the same place in noisy confusion, and looked like grain in a hopper. It was as though an invisible millstone, hidden beneath the feet of the crowd, were grinding it, and people moved about it like waves — now rushing downward to be ground the sooner and disappear, now bursting upward in the effort to escape the merciless millstone. There were also people who resembled crabs just caught and thrown into a huge basket — clutching at one another, they twined about heavily, crawled somewhere and interfered with one another, and could do nothing to free themselves from captivity.


    Foma saw familiar faces amid the crowd: there his father is walking boldly, sturdily pushing aside and overthrowing everybody on his way; he is working with his long paws, massing everything with his chest, and laughing in thundering tones. And then he disappears, sinking somewhere in the depth, beneath the feet of the people. There, wriggling like a snake, now jumping on people’s shoulders, now gliding between their feet, his godfather is working with his lean, but supple and sinewy body. Here Lubov is crying and struggling, following her father, with abrupt but faint movements, now remaining behind him, now nearing him again. Striding softly with a kind smile on her face, stepping aside from everybody, and making way for everyone, Aunt Anfisa is slowly moving along. Her image quivers in the darkness before Foma, like the modest flame of a wax candle. And it dies out and disappears in the darkness. Pelagaya is quickly going somewhere along a straight road. There Sophya Pavlovna Medinskaya is standing, her hands hanging impotently, just as she stood in her drawing-room when he saw her last. Her eyes were large, but some great fright gleams in them. Sasha, too, is here. Indifferent, paying no attention to the jostling, she is stoutly going straight into the very dregs of life, singing her songs at the top of her voice, her dark eyes fixed in the distance before her. Foma hears tumult, howls, laughter, drunken shouts, irritable disputes about copecks — songs and sobs hover over this enormous restless heap of living human bodies crowded into a pit. They jump, fall, crawl, crush one another, leap on one another’s shoulders, grope everywhere like blind people, stumbling everywhere over others like themselves, struggle, and, falling, disappear from sight. Money rustles, soaring like bats over the heads of the people, and the people greedily stretch out their hands toward it, the gold and silver jingles, bottles rattle, corks pop, someone sobs, and a melancholy female voice sings:


    “And so let us live while we can, And then — e’en grass may cease to grow!”


    This wild picture fastened itself firmly in Foma’s mind, and growing clearer, larger and more vivid with each time it arose before him, rousing in his breast something chaotic, one great indefinite feeling into which fell, like streams into a river, fear and revolt and compassion and wrath and many another thing. All this boiled up within his breast into strained desire, which was thrusting it asunder into a desire whose power was choking him, and his eyes were filled with tears; he longed to shout, to howl like a beast, to frighten all the people, to check their senseless bustle, to pour into the tumult and vanity of their life something new, his own — to tell them certain loud firm words, to guide them all into one direction, and not one against another. He desired to seize them by their heads, to tear them apart one from another, to thrash some, to fondle others, to reproach them all, to illumine them with a certain fire.


    There was nothing in him, neither the necessary words, nor the fire; all he had was the longing which was clear to him, but impossible of fulfillment. He pictured himself above life outside of the deep valley, wherein people were bustling about; he saw himself standing firmly on his feet and — speechless. He might have cried to the people:


    “See how you live! Aren’t you ashamed?”


    And he might have abused them. But if they were to ask on hearing his voice:


    “And how ought we to live?”


    It was perfectly clear to him that after such a question he would have to fly down head foremost from the heights there, beneath the feet of the throng, upon the millstone. And laughter would accompany him to his destruction.


    Sometimes he was delirious under the pressure of this nightmare. Certain meaningless and unconnected words burst from his lips; he even perspired from this painful struggle within him. At times it occurred to him that he was going mad from intoxication, and that that was the reason why this terrible and gloomy picture was forcing itself into his mind. With a great effort of will he brushed aside these pictures and excitements; but as soon as he was alone and not very drunk, he was again seized by his delirium and again grew faint under its weight. And his thirst for freedom was growing more and more intense, torturing him by its force. But tear himself away from the shackles of his wealth he could not. Mayakin, who had Foma’s full power of attorney to manage his affairs, acted now in such a way that Foma was bound to feel almost every day the burden of the obligations which rested upon him. People were constantly applying to him for payments, proposing to him terms for the transportation of freight. His employees overwhelmed him in person and by letter with trifles with which he had never before concerned himself, as they used to settle these trifles at their own risk. They looked for him and found him in the taverns, questioned him as to what and how it should be done; he would tell them sometimes without at all understanding in what way this or that should be done. He noticed their concealed contempt for him, and almost always saw that they did not do the work as he had ordered, but did it in a different and better way. In this he felt the clever hand of his godfather, and understood that the old man was thus pressing him in order to turn him to his way. And at the same time he noticed that he was not the master of his business, but only a component part of it, and an insignificant part at that. This irritated him and moved him farther away from the old man, it augumented his longing to tear himself away from his business, even at the cost of his own ruin. Infuriated, he flung money about the taverns and dives, but this did not last long. Yakov Tarasovich closed his accounts in the banks, withdrawing all deposits. Soon Foma began to feel that even on promissory notes, they now gave him the money not quite as willingly as before. This stung his vanity; and his indignation was roused, and he was frightened when he learned that his godfather had circulated a rumour in the business world that he, Foma, was out of his mind, and that, perhaps, it might become necessary to appoint a guardian for him. Foma did not know the limits of his godfather’s power, and did not venture to take anyone’s counsel in this matter. He was convinced that in the business world the old man was a power, and that he could do anything he pleased. At first it was painful for him to feel Mayakin’s hand over him, but later he became reconciled to this, renounced everything, and resumed his restless, drunken life, wherein there was only one consolation — the people. With each succeeding day he became more and more convinced that they were more irrational and altogether worse than he — that they were not the masters of life, but its slaves, and that it was turning them around, bending and breaking them at its will, while they succumbed to it unfeelingly and resignedly, and none of them but he desired freedom. But he wanted it, and therefore proudly elevated himself above his drinking companions, not desiring to see in them anything but wrong.


    One day in a tavern a certain half-intoxicated man complained to him of his life. This was a small-sized, meagre man, with dim, frightened eyes, unshaven, in a short frock coat, and with a bright necktie. He blinked pitifully, his ears quivered spasmodically, and his soft little voice also trembled.


    “I’ve struggled hard to make my way among men; I’ve tried everything, I’ve worked like a bull. But life jostled me aside, crushed me under foot, gave me no chance. All my patience gave way. Eh! and so I’ve taken to drink. I feel that I’ll be ruined. Well, that’s the only way open to me!”


    “Fool!” said Foma with contempt. “Why did you want to make your way among men? You should have kept away from them, to the right. Standing aside, you might have seen where your place was among them, and then gone right to the point!”


    “I don’t understand your words.” The little man shook his close-cropped, angular head.


    Foma laughed, self-satisfied.


    “Is it for you to understand it?” “No; do you know, I think that he whom God decreed—”


    “Not God, but man arranges life!” Foma blurted out, and was even himself astonished at the audacity of his words. And the little man glancing at him askance also shrank timidly.


    “Has God given you reason?” asked Foma, recovering from his embarrassment.


    “Of course; that is to say, as much as is the share of a small man,” said Foma’s interlocutor irresolutely.


    “Well, and you have no right to ask of Him a single grain more! Make your own life by your own reason. And God will judge you. We are all in His service. And in His eyes we are all of equal value. Understand?”


    It happened very often that Foma would suddenly say something which seemed audacious even to himself, and which, at the same time, elevated him in his own eyes. There were certain unexpected, daring thoughts and words, which suddenly flashed like sparks, as though an impression produced them from Foma’s brains. And he noticed more than once that whatever he had carefully thought out beforehand was expressed by him not quite so well, and more obscure, than that which suddenly flashed up in his heart.


    Foma lived as though walking in a swamp, in danger of sinking at each step in the mire and slime, while his godfather, like a river loach, wriggled himself on a dry, firm little spot, vigilantly watching the life of his godson from afar.


    After his quarrel with Foma, Yakov Tarasovich returned home, gloomy and pensive. His eyes flashed drily, and he straightened himself like a tightly-stretched string. His wrinkles shrank painfully, his face seemed to have become smaller and darker, and when Lubov saw him in this state it appeared to her that he was seriously ill, but that he was forcing and restraining himself. Mutely and nervously the old man flung himself about the room, casting in reply to his daughter’s questions, dry curt words, and finally shouted to her:


    “Leave me alone! You see it has nothing to do with you.”


    She felt sorry for him when she noticed the gloomy and melancholy expression of his keen, green eyes; she made it her duty to question him as to what had happened to him, and when he seated himself at the dinner-table she suddenly approached him, placed her hands on his shoulders, and looking down into his face, asked him tenderly and anxiously:


    “Papa, are you ill? tell me!”


    Her caresses were extremely rare; they always softened the lonely old man, and though he did not respond to them for some reason or other he nevertheless could not help appreciating them. And now he shrugged his shoulders, thus throwing off her hands and said:


    “Go, go to your place. How the itching curiosity of Eve gives you no rest.”


    But Lubov did not go away; persistingly looking into his eyes, she asked, with an offended tone in her voice:


    “Papa, why do you always speak to me in such a way as though I were a small child, or very stupid?”


    “Because you are grown up and yet not very clever. Yes! That’s the whole story! Go, sit down and eat!”


    She walked away and silently seated herself opposite her father, compressing her lips for affront. Contrary to his habits Mayakin ate slowly, stirring his spoon in his plate of cabbage-soup for a long time, and examining the soup closely.


    “If your obstructed mind could but comprehend your father’s thoughts!” said he, suddenly, as he sighed with a sort of whistling sound.


    Lubov threw her spoon aside and almost with tears in her voice, said:


    “Why do you insult me, papa? You see that I am alone, always alone! You understand how difficult my life is, and you never say a single kind word to me. You never say anything to me! And you are also lonely; life is difficult for you too, I can see it. You find it very hard to live, but you alone are to blame for it! You alone!


    “Now Balaam’s she-ass has also started to talk!” said the old man, laughing. “Well! what will be next?”


    “You are very proud of your wisdom, papa.”


    “And what else?”


    “That isn’t good; and it pains me greatly. Why do you repulse me? You know that, save you, I have no one.”


    Tears leaped to her eyes; her father noticed them, and his face quivered.


    “If you were not a girl!” he exclaimed. “If you had as much brains as Marfa Poosadnitza, for instance. Eh, Lubov? Then I’d laugh at everybody, and at Foma. Come now, don’t cry!”


    She wiped her eyes and asked:


    “What about Foma?”


    “He’s rebellious. Ha! ha! he says: ‘Take away my property, give me freedom!’ He wants to save his soul in the kabak. That’s what entered Foma’s head.”


    “Well, what is this?” asked Lubov, irresolutely. She wanted to say that Foma’s desire was good, that it was a noble desire if it were earnest, but she feared to irritate her father with her words, and she only gazed at him questioningly.


    “What is it?” said Mayakin, excitedly, trembling. “That either comes to him from excessive drinking, or else — Heaven forbid — from his mother, the orthodox spirit. And if this heathenish leaven is going to rise in him I’ll have to struggle hard with him! There will be a great conflict between us. He has come out, breast foremost, against me; he has at once displayed great audacity. He’s young — there’s not much cunning in him as yet. He says: ‘I’ll drink away everything, everything will go up in smoke! I’ll show you how to drink!’”


    Mayakin lifted his hand over his head, and, clenching his fist, threatened furiously.


    “How dare you? Who established the business? Who built it up? You? Your father. Forty years of labour were put into it, and you wish to destroy it? We must all go to our places here all together as one man, there cautiously, one by one. We merchants, tradesmen, have for centuries carried Russia on our shoulders, and we are still carrying it. Peter the Great was a Czar of divine wisdom, he knew our value. How he supported us! He had printed books for the express purpose of teaching us business. There I have a book which was printed at his order by Polidor Virgily Oorbansky, about inventory, printed in 1720. Yes, one must understand this. He understood it, and cleared the way for us. And now we stand on our own feet, and we feel our place. Clear the way for us! We have laid the foundation of life, instead of bricks we have laid ourselves in the earth. Now we must build the stories. Give us freedom of action! That’s where we must hold our course. That’s where the problem lies; but Foma does not comprehend this. But he must understand it, must resume the work. He has his father’s means. When I die mine will be added to his. Work, you puppy! And he is raving. No, wait! I’ll lift you up to the proper point!”


    The old man was choking with agitation and with flashing eyes looked at his daughter so furiously as though Foma were sitting in her place. His agitation frightened Lubov, but she lacked the courage to interrupt her father, and she looked at his stern and gloomy face in silence.


    “The road has been paved by our fathers, and you must walk on it. I have worked for fifty years to what purpose? That my children may resume it after I am gone. My children! Where are my children?”


    The old man drooped his head mournfully, his voice broke down, and he said sadly, as if he were speaking unto himself:


    “One is a convict, utterly ruined; the other, a drunkard. I have little hope in him. My daughter, to whom, then, shall I leave my labour before my death? If I had but a son-in-law. I thought Foma would become a man and would be sharpened up, then I would give you unto him, and with you all I have — there! But Foma is good for nothing, and I see no one else in his stead. What sort of people we have now! In former days the people were as of iron, while now they are of india-rubber. They are all bending now. And nothing — they have no firmness in them. What is it? Why is it so?”


    Mayakin looked at his daughter with alarm. She was silent.


    “Tell me,” he asked her, “what do you need? How, in your opinion, is it proper to live? What do you want? You have studied, read, tell me what is it that you need?”


    The questions fell on Lubov’s head quite unexpectedly to her, and she was embarrassed. She was pleased that her father asked her about this matter, and was at the same time afraid to reply, lest she should be lowered in his estimation. And then, gathering courage, as though preparing to jump across the table, she said irresolutely and in a trembling voice:


    “That all the people should be happy and contented; that all the people should be equal, all the people have an equal right to life, to the bliss of life, all must have freedom, even as they have air. And equality in everything!”


    At the beginning of her agitated speech her father looked at her face with anxious curiosity in his eyes, but as she went on hastily hurling her words at him his eyes assumed an altogether different expression, and finally he said to her with calm contempt:


    “I knew it before — you are a gilded fool!”


    She lowered her head, but immediately raised it and exclaimed sadly:


    “You have said so yourself — freedom.”


    “You had better hold your tongue!” the old man shouted at her rudely. “You cannot see even that which is visibly forced outside of each man. How can all the people be happy and equal, since each one wants to be above the other? Even the beggar has his pride and always boasts of something or other before other people. A small child, even he wants to be first among his playmates. And one man will never yield to another; only fools believe in it. Each man has his own soul, and his own face; only those who love not their souls and care not for their faces can be planed down to the same size. Eh, you! You’ve read much trash, and you’ve devoured it!”


    Bitter reproach and biting contempt were expressed on the old man’s face. He noisily pushed his chair away from the table, jumped up, and folding his hands behind his back, began to dart about in the room with short steps, shaking his head and saying something to himself in an angry, hissing whisper. Lubov, pale with emotion and anger, feeling herself stupid and powerless before him, listening to his whisper, and her heart palpitated wildly.


    “I am left alone, alone, like Job. Oh Lord! What shall I do? Oh, alone! Am I not wise? Am I not clever? But life has outwitted me also. What does it love? Whom does it fondle? It beats the good, and suffers not the bad to go unpunished, and no one understands life’s justice.”


    The girl began to feel painfully sorry for the old man; she was seized with an intense yearning to help him; she longed to be of use to him.


    Following him with burning eyes, she suddenly said in a low voice:


    “Papa, dear! do not grieve. Taras is still alive. Perhaps he—”


    Mayakin stopped suddenly as though nailed to the spot, and he slowly lifted his head.


    “The tree that grew crooked in its youth and could not hold out will certainly break when it’s old. But nevertheless, even Taras is a straw to me now. Though I doubt whether he is better than Foma. Gordyeeff has a character, he has his father’s daring. He can take a great deal on himself. But Taraska, you recalled him just in time. Yes!”


    And the old man, who a moment ago had lost his courage to the point of complaining, and, grief-stricken had run about the room like a mouse in a trap, now calmly and firmly walked up with a careworn face to the table, carefully adjusted his chair, and seated himself, saying:


    “We’ll have to sound Taraska. He lives in Usolye at some factory. I was told by some merchants — they’re making soda there, I believe. I’ll find out the particulars. I’ll write to him.”


    “Allow me to write to him, papa!” begged Lubov, softly, flushing, trembling with joy.


    “You?” asked Mayakin, casting a brief glance at her; he then became silent, thought awhile and said:


    “That’s all right. That’s even better! Write to him. Ask him whether he isn’t married, how he lives, what he thinks. But then I’ll tell you what to write when the time has come.”


    “Do it at once, papa,” said the girl.


    “It is necessary to marry you off the sooner. I am keeping an eye on a certain red-haired fellow. He doesn’t seem to be stupid. He’s been polished abroad, by the way.


    “Is it Smolin, papa?” asked Lubov, inquisitively and anxiously.


    “And supposing it is he, what of it?” inquired Yakov Tarasovich in a business-like tone.


    “Nothing, I don’t know him,” replied Lubov, indefinitely.


    “We’ll make you acquainted. It’s time, Lubov, it’s time. Our hopes for Foma are poor, although I do not give him up.”


    “I did not reckon on Foma — what is he to me?”


    “That’s wrong. If you had been cleverer perhaps he wouldn’t have gone astray! Whenever I used to see you together, I thought: ‘My girl will attract the fellow to herself! That will be a fine affair!’ But I was wrong. I thought that you would know what is to your advantage without being told of it. That’s the way, my girl!” said the father, instructively.


    She became thoughtful as she listened to his impressive speech. Robust and strong, Lubov was thinking of marriage more and more frequently of late, for she saw no other way out of her loneliness. The desire to forsake her father and go away somewhere in order to study something, to do something. This desire she had long since overcome, even as she conquered in herself many another longing just as keen, but shallow and indefinite. From the various books she had read a thick sediment remained within her, and though it was something live it had the life of a protoplasm. This sediment developed in the girl a feeling of dis-satisfaction with her life, a yearning toward personal independence, a longing to be freed from the heavy guardianship of her father, but she had neither the power to realize these desires, nor the clear conception of their realization. But nature had its influence on her, and at the sight of young mothers with children in their arms Lubov often felt a sad and mournful languor within her. At times stopping before the mirror she sadly scrutinized in it her plump, fresh face with dark circles around her eyes, and she felt sorry for herself. She felt that life was going past her, forgetting her somewhere on the side. Now listening to her father’s words she pictured to herself what sort of man Smolin might be. She had met him when he was yet a Gymnasium student, his face was covered with freckles, he was snub-nosed, always clean, sedate and tiresome. He danced heavily, awkwardly, he talked uninterestingly. A long time had passed since then, he had been abroad, had studied something there, how was he now? From Smolin her thoughts darted to her brother, and with a sinking heart she thought: what would he say in reply to her letter? What sort of a man was he? The image of her brother as she had pictured it to herself prevented her from seeing both her father and Smolin, and she had already made up her mind not to consent to marry before meeting Taras, when suddenly her father shouted to her:


    “Eh, Lubovka! Why are you thoughtful? What are you thinking of mostly?”


    “So, everything goes so swiftly,” replied Luba, with a smile.


    “What goes swiftly?”


    “Everything. A week ago it was impossible to speak with you about Taras, while now—”


    “’Tis need, my girl! Need is a power, it bends a steel rod into a spring. And steel is stubborn. Taras, we’ll see what he is! Man is to be appreciated by his resistance to the power of life; if it isn’t life that wrings him, but he that wrings life to suit himself, my respects to that man! Allow me to shake your hand, let’s run our business together. Eh, I am old. And how very brisk life has become now! With each succeeding year there is more and more interest in it, more and more relish to it! I wish I could live forever, I wish I could act all the time!” The old man smacked his lips, rubbed his hands, and his small eyes gleamed greedily.


    “But you are a thin-blooded lot! Ere you have grown up you are already overgrown and withered. You live like an old radish. And the fact that life is growing fairer and fairer is incomprehensible to you. I have lived sixty-seven years on this earth, and though I am now standing close to my grave I can see that in former years, when I was young, there were fewer flowers on earth, and the flowers were not quite as beautiful as they are now. Everything is growing more beautiful! What buildings we have now! What different trade implements. What huge steamers! A world of brains has been put into everything! You look and think; what clever fellows you are — Oh people! You merit reward and respect! You’ve arranged life cleverly. Everything is good, everything is pleasant. Only you, our successors, you are devoid of all live feelings! Any little charlatan from among the commoners is cleverer than you! Take that Yozhov, for instance, what is he? And yet he represents himself as judge over us, and even over life itself — he has courage. But you, pshaw! You live like beggars! In your joy you are beasts, in your misfortune vermin! You are rotten! They ought to inject fire into your veins, they ought to take your skin off and strew salt upon your raw flesh, then you would have jumped!”


    Yakov Tarasovich, small-sized, wrinkled and bony, with black, broken teeth in his mouth, bald-headed and dark, as though burned by the heat of life and smoked in it, trembled in vehement agitation, showering jarring words of contempt upon his daughter, who was young, well-grown and plump. She looked at him with a guilty expression in her eyes, smiled confusedly, and in her heart grew a greater and greater respect for the live old man who was so steadfast in his desires.


    .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .


    And Foma went on straying and raving, passing his days and nights in taverns and dens, and mastering more and more firmly his contemptuously-hateful bearing toward the people that surrounded him. At times they awakened in him a sad yearning to find among them some sort of resistance to his wicked feeling, to meet a worthy and courageous man who would cause him to blush with shame by his burning reproach. This yearning became clearer — each time it sprang up in him it was a longing for assistance on the part of a man who felt that he had lost his way and was perishing.


    “Brethren!” he cried one day, sitting by the table in a tavern, half-intoxicated, and surrounded by certain obscure and greedy people, who ate and drank as though they had not had a piece of bread in their mouths for many a long day before.


    “Brethren! I feel disgusted. I am tired of you! Beat me unmercifully, drive me away! You are rascals, but you are nearer to one another than to me. Why? Am I not a drunkard and a rascal as well? And yet I am a stranger to you! I can see I am a stranger. You drink out of me and secretly you spit upon me. I can feel it! Why do you do it?”


    To be sure, they could treat him in a different way. In the depth of his soul perhaps not one of them considered himself lower than Foma, but he was rich, and this hindered them from treating him more as a companion, and then he always spoke certain comically wrathful, conscience-rending words, and this embarrassed them. Moreover, he was strong and ready to fight, and they dared not say a word against him. And that was just what he wanted. He wished more and more intensely that one of these people he despised would stand up against him, face to face, and would tell him something strong, which, like a lever, would turn him aside from the sloping road, whose danger he felt, and whose filth he saw, being filled with helpless aversion for it.


    And Foma found what he needed.


    One day, irritated by the lack of attention for him, he cried to his drinking-companions:


    “You boys, keep quiet, every one of you! Who gives you to drink and to eat? Have you forgotten it? I’ll bring you in order! I’ll show you how to respect me! Convicts! When I speak you must all keep quiet!”


    And, indeed, all became silent; either for fear lest they might lose his good will, or, perhaps, afraid that he, that healthy and strong beast, might beat them. They sat in silence about a minute, concealing their anger at him, bending over the plates and attempting to hide from him their fright and embarrassment. Foma measured them with a self-satisfied look, and gratified by their slavish submissiveness, said boastfully:


    “Ah! You’ve grown dumb now, that’s the way! I am strict! I—”


    “You sluggard!” came some one’s calm, loud exclamation.


    “Wha-at?” roared Foma, jumping up from his chair. “Who said that?”


    Then a certain, strange, shabby-looking man arose at the end of the table; he was tall, in a long frock-coat, with a heap of grayish hair on his large head. His hair was stiff, standing out in all directions in thick locks, his face was yellow, unshaven, with a long, crooked nose. To Foma it seemed that he resembled a swab with which the steamer decks are washed, and this amused the half-intoxicated fellow.


    “How fine!” said he, sarcastically. “What are you snarling at, eh? Do you know who I am?”


    With the gesture of a tragic actor the man stretched out to Foma his hand, with its long, pliant fingers like those of a juggler, and he said in a deep hoarse basso:


    “You are the rotten disease of your father, who, though he was a plunderer, was nevertheless a worthy man in comparison with you.”


    Because of the unexpectedness of this, and because of his wrath, Foma’s heart shrank. He fiercely opened his eyes wide and kept silent, finding no words to reply to this insolence. And the man, standing before him, went on hoarsely, with animation, beastlike rolling his large, but dim and swollen, eyes:


    “You demand of us respect for you, you fool! How have you merited it? Who are you? A drunkard, drinking away the fortune of your father. You savage! You ought to be proud that I, a renowned artist, a disinterested and faithful worshipper at the shrine of art, drink from the same bottle with you! This bottle contains sandal and molasses, infused with snuff-tobacco, while you think it is port wine. It is your license for the name of savage and ass.”


    “Eh, you jailbird!” roared Foma, rushing toward the artist. But he was seized and held back. Struggling in the arms of those that seized him, he was compelled to listen without replying, to the thundering, deep and heavy bass of the man who resembled a swab.


    “You have thrown to men a few copecks out of the stolen roubles, and you consider yourself a hero! You are twice a thief. You have stolen the roubles and now you are stealing gratitude for your few copecks! But I shall not give it to you! I, who have devoted all my life to the condemnation of vice, I stand before you and say openly: ‘You are a fool and a beggar because you are too rich! Here lies the wisdom: all the rich are beggars.’ That’s how the famous coupletist, Rimsky-Kannibalsky, serves Truth!”


    Foma was now standing meekly among the people that had closely surrounded him, and he eagerly listened to the coupletist’s thundering words, which now aroused in him a sensation as though somebody was scratching a sore spot, and thus soothing the acute itching of the pain. The people were excited; some attempted to check the coupletist’s flow of eloquence, others wanted to lead Foma away somewhere. Without saying a word he pushed them aside and listened, more and more absorbed by the intense pleasure of humiliation which he felt in the presence of these people. The pain irritated by the words of the coupletist, caressed Foma’s soul more and more passionately, and the coupletist went on thundering, intoxicated with the impurity of his accusation:


    “You think that you are the master of life? You are the low slave of the rouble.”


    Someone in the crowd hiccoughed, and, evidently displeased with himself for this, cursed each time he hiccoughed:


    “Oh devil.”


    And a certain, unshaven, fat-faced man took pity on Foma, or, perhaps, became tired of witnessing that scene, and, waving his hands, he drawled out plaintively:


    “Gentlemen, drop that! It isn’t good! For we are all sinners! Decidedly all, believe me!”


    “Well, speak on!” muttered Foma. “Say everything! I won’t touch you.”


    The mirrors on the walls reflected this drunken confusion, and the people, as reflected in the mirrors, seemed more disgusting and hideous than they were in reality.


    “I do not want to speak!” exclaimed the coupletist, “I do not want to cast the pearls of truth and of my wrath before you.”


    He rushed forward, and raising his head majestically, turned toward the door with tragic footsteps.


    “You lie!” said Foma, attempting to follow him. “Hold on! you have made me agitated, now calm me.”


    They seized him, surrounded him and shouted something to him while he was rushing forward, overturning everybody. When he met tactile obstacles on his way the struggle with them gave him ease, uniting all his riotous feelings into one yearning to overthrow that which hindered him. And now, after he had jostled them all aside and rushed out into the street, he was already less agitated. Standing on the sidewalk he looked about the street and thought with shame:


    “How could I permit that swab to mock me and abuse my father as a thief?”


    It was dark and quiet about him, the moon was shining brightly, and a light refreshing breeze was blowing. Foma held his face to the cool breeze as he walked against the wind with rapid strides, timidly looking about on all sides, and wishing that none of the company from the tavern would follow him. He understood that he had lowered himself in the eyes of all these people. As he walked he thought of what he had come to: a sharper had publicly abused him in disgraceful terms, while he, the son of a well-known merchant, had not been able to repay him for his mocking.


    “It serves me right!” thought Foma, sadly and bitterly. “That serves me right! Don’t lose your head, understand. And then again, I wanted it myself. I interfered with everybody, so now, take your share!” These thoughts made him feel painfully sorry for himself. Seized and sobered by them he kept on strolling along the streets, and searching for something strong and firm in himself. But everything within him was confused; it merely oppressed his heart, without assuming any definite forms. As in a painful dream he reached the river, seated himself on the beams by the shore, and began to look at the calm dark water, which was covered with tiny ripples. Calmly and almost noiselessly flowed on the broad, mighty river, carrying enormous weights upon its bosom. The river was all covered with black vessels, the signal lights and the stars were reflected in its water; the tiny ripples, murmuring softly, were gently breaking against the shore at the very feet of Foma. Sadness was breathed down from the sky, the feeling of loneliness oppressed Foma.


    “Oh Lord Jesus Christ!” thought he, sadly gazing at the sky. “What a failure I am. There is nothing in me. God has put nothing into me. Of what use am I? Oh Lord Jesus!”


    At the recollection of Christ Foma felt somewhat better — his loneliness seemed alleviated, and heaving a deep sigh, he began to address God in silence:


    “Oh Lord Jesus Christ! Other people do not understand anything either, but they think that all is known to them, and therefore it is easier for them to live. While I — I have no justification. Here it is night, and I am alone, I have no place to go, I am unable to say anything to anybody. I love no one — only my godfather, and he is soulless. If Thou hadst but punished him somehow! He thinks there is none cleverer and better on earth than himself. While Thou sufferest it. And the same with me. If some misfortune were but sent to me. If some illness were to overtake me. But here I am as strong as iron. I am drinking, leading a gay life. I live in filth, but the body does not even rust, and only my soul aches. Oh Lord! To what purpose is such a life?”


    Vague thoughts of protest flashed one after another through the mind of the lonely, straying man, while the silence about him was growing deeper, and night ever darker and darker. Not far from the shore lay a boat at anchor; it rocked from side to side, and something was creaking in it as though moaning.


    “How am I to free myself from such a life as this?” reflected Foma, staring at the boat. “And what occupation is destined to be mine? Everybody is working.”


    And suddenly he was struck by a thought which appeared great to him:


    “And hard work is cheaper than easy work! Some man will give himself up entire to his work for a rouble, while another takes a thousand with one finger.”


    He was pleasantly roused by this thought. It seemed to him that he discovered another falsehood in the life of man, another fraud which they conceal. He recalled one of his stokers, the old man Ilya, who, for ten copecks, used to be on watch at the fireplace out of his turn, working for a comrade eight hours in succession, amid suffocating heat. One day, when he had fallen sick on account of overwork, he was lying on the bow of the steamer, and when Foma asked him why he was thus ruining himself, Ilya replied roughly and sternly:


    “Because every copeck is more necessary to me than a hundred roubles to you. That’s why!”


    And, saying this, the old man turned his body, which was burning with pain, with its back to Foma.


    Reflecting on the stoker his thoughts suddenly and without any effort, embraced all those petty people that were doing hard work. He wondered, Why do they live? What pleasure is it for them to live on earth? They constantly do but their dirty, hard work, they eat poorly, are poorly clad, they drink. One man is sixty years old, and yet he keeps on toiling side by side with the young fellows. And they all appeared to Foma as a huge pile of worms, which battled about on earth just to get something to eat. In his memory sprang up his meetings with these people, one after another — their remarks about life — now sarcastic and mournful, now hopelessly gloomy remarks — their wailing songs. And now he also recalled how one day in the office Yefim had said to the clerk who hired the sailors:


    “Some Lopukhin peasants have come here to hire themselves out, so don’t give them more than ten roubles a month. Their place was burned down to ashes last summer, and they are now in dire need — they’ll work for ten roubles.”


    Sitting on the beams, Foma rocked his whole body to and fro, and out of the darkness, from the river, various human figures appeared silently before him — sailors, stokers, clerks, waiters, half-intoxicated painted women, and tavern-loungers. They floated in the air like shadows; something damp and brackish came from them, and the dark, dense throng moved on slowly, noiselessly and swiftly, like clouds in an autumn sky. The soft splashing of the waves poured into his soul like sadly sighing music. Far away, somewhere on the other bank of the river, burned a wood-pile; embraced by the darkness on all sides, it was at times almost absorbed by it, and in the darkness it trembled, a reddish spot scarcely visible to the eye. But now the fire flamed up again, the darkness receded, and it was evident that the flame was striving upward. And then it sank again.


    “Oh Lord, Oh Lord!” thought Foma, painfully and bitterly, feeling that grief was oppressing his heart with ever greater power. “Here I am, alone, even as that fire. Only no light comes from me, nothing but fumes and smoke. If I could only meet a wise man! Someone to speak to. It is utterly impossible for me to live alone. I cannot do anything. I wish I might meet a man.”


    Far away, on the river, two large purple fires appeared, and high above them was a third. A dull noise resounded in the distance, something black was moving toward Foma.


    “A steamer going up stream,” he thought. “There may be more than a hundred people aboard, and none of them give a single thought to me. They all know whither they are sailing. Every one of them has something that is his own. Every one, I believe, understands what he wants. But what do I want? And who will tell it to me? Where is such a man?”


    The lights of the steamer were reflected in the river, quivering in it; the illumined water rushed away from it with a dull murmur, and the steamer looked like a huge black fish with fins of fire.


    A few days elapsed after this painful night, and Foma caroused again. It came about by accident and against his will. He had made up his mind to restrain himself from drinking, and so went to dinner in one of the most expensive hotels in town, hoping to find there none of his familiar drinking-companions, who always selected the cheaper and less respectable places for their drinking bouts. But his calculation proved to be wrong; he at once came into the friendly joyous embrace of the brandy-distiller’s son, who had taken Sasha as mistress.


    He ran up to Foma, embraced him and burst into merry laughter.


    “Here’s a meeting! This is the third day I have eaten here, and I am wearied by this terrible lonesomeness. There is not a decent man in the whole town, so I have had to strike up an acquaintance with newspaper men. They’re a gay lot, although at first they played the aristocrat and kept sneering at me. After awhile we all got dead drunk. They’ll be here again today — I swear by the fortune of my father! I’ll introduce you to them. There is one writer of feuilletons here; you know, that some one who always lauded you, what’s his name? An amusing fellow, the devil take him! Do you know it would be a good thing to hire one like that for personal use! Give him a certain sum of money and order him to amuse! How’s that? I had a certain coupletist in my employ, — it was rather entertaining to be with him. I used to say to him sometimes: ‘Rimsky! give us some couplets!’ He would start, I tell you, and he’d make you split your sides with laughter. It’s a pity, he ran off somewhere. Have you had dinner?”


    “Not yet. And how’s Aleksandra?” asked Foma, somewhat deafened by the loud speech of this tall, frank, red-faced fellow clad in a motley costume.


    “Well, do you know,” said the latter with a frown, “that Aleksandra of yours is a nasty woman! She’s so obscure, it’s tiresome to be with her, the devil take her! She’s as cold as a frog, — brrr! I guess I’ll send her away.”


    “Cold — that’s true,” said Foma and became pensive. “Every person must do his work in a first class manner,” said the distiller’s son, instructively. “And if you become some one’s s mistress you must perform your duty in the best way possible, if you are a decent woman. Well, shall we have a drink?”


    They had a drink. And naturally they got drunk. A large and noisy company gathered in the hotel toward evening. And Foma, intoxicated, but sad and calm, spoke to them with heavy voice:


    “That’s the way I understand it: some people are worms, others sparrows. The sparrows are the merchants. They peck the worms. Such is their destined lot. They are necessary But I and you — all of you — are to no purpose. We live so that we cannot be compared to anything — without justification, merely at random. And we are utterly unnecessary. But even these here, and everybody else, to what purpose are they? You must understand that. Brethren! We shall all burst! By God! And why shall we burst? Because there is always something superfluous in us, there is something superfluous in our souls. And all our life is superfluous! Comrades! I weep. To what purpose am I? I am unnecessary! Kill me, that I may die; I want to die.”


    And he wept, shedding many drunken tears. A drunken, small-sized, swarthy man sat down close to him, began to remind him of something, tried to kiss him, and striking a knife against the table, shouted:


    “True! Silence! These are powerful words! Let the elephants and the mammoths of the disorder of life speak! The raw Russian conscience speaks holy words! Roar on, Gordyeeff! Roar at everything!” And again he clutched at Foma’s shoulders, flung himself on his breast, raising to Foma’s face his round, black, closely-cropped head, which was ceaselessly turning about on his shoulders on all sides, so that Foma was unable to see his face, and he was angry at him for this, and kept on pushing him aside, crying excitedly:


    “Get away! Where is your face? Go on!”


    A deafening, drunken laughter smote the air about them, and choking with laughter, the son of the brandy-distiller roared to someone hoarsely:


    “Come to me! A hundred roubles a month with board and lodging! Throw the paper to the dogs. I’ll give you more!”


    And everything rocked from side to side in rhythmic, wave-like movement. Now the people moved farther away from Foma, now they came nearer to him, the ceiling descended, the floor rose, and it seemed to Foma that he would soon be flattened and crushed. Then he began to feel that he was floating somewhere over an immensely wide and stormy river, and, staggering, he cried out in fright:


    “Where are we floating? Where is the captain?”


    He was answered by the loud, senseless laughter of the drunken crowd, and by the shrill, repulsive shout of the swarthy little man:


    “True! we are all without helm and sails. Where is the captain? What? Ha, ha, ha!”


    Foma awakened from this nightmare in a small room with two windows, and the first thing his eyes fell upon was a withered tree. It stood near the window; its thick trunk, barkless, with a rotten heart, prevented the light from entering the room; the bent, black branches, devoid of leaves, stretched themselves mournfully and helplessly in the air, and shaking to and fro, they creaked softly, plaintively. A rain was falling; streams of water were beating against the window-panes, and one could hear how the water was falling to the ground from the roof, sobbing there. This sobbing sound was joined by another sound — a shrill, often interrupted, hasty scratching of a pen over paper, and then by a certain spasmodic grumbling.


    When he turned with difficulty his aching, heavy head on the pillow, Foma noticed a small, swarthy man, who sat by the table hastily scratching with his pen over the paper, shaking his round head approvingly, wagging it from side to side, shrugging his shoulders, and, with all his small body clothed in night garments only, constantly moving about in his chair, as though he were sitting on fire, and could not get up for some reason or other. His left hand, lean and thin, was now firmly rubbing his forehead, now making certain incomprehensible signs in the air; his bare feet scraped along the floor, a certain vein quivered on his neck, and even his ears were moving. When he turned toward Foma, Foma saw his thin lips whispering something, his sharp-pointed nose turned down to his thin moustache, which twitched upward each time the little man smiled. His face was yellow, bloated, wrinkled, and his black, vivacious small sparkling eyes did not seem to belong to him.


    Having grown tired of looking at him, Foma slowly began to examine the room with his eyes. On the large nails, driven into the walls, hung piles of newspapers, which made the walls look as though covered with swellings. The ceiling was pasted with paper which had been white once upon a time; now it was puffed up like bladders, torn here and there, peeled off and hanging in dirty scraps; clothing, boots, books, torn pieces of paper lay scattered on the floor. Altogether the room gave one the impression that it had been scalded with boiling water.


    The little man dropped the pen, bent over the table, drummed briskly on its edge with his fingers and began to sing softly in a faint voice:


    “Take the drum and fear not, — And kiss the sutler girl aloud — That’s the sense of learning — And that’s philosophy.”


    Foma heaved a deed sigh and said:


    “May I have some seltzer?”


    “Ah!” exclaimed the little man, and jumping up from his chair, appeared at the wide oilcloth-covered lounge, where Foma lay. “How do you do, comrade! Seltzer? Of course! With cognac or plain?”


    “Better with cognac,” said Foma, shaking the lean, burning hand which was outstretched to him, and staring fixedly into the face of the little man.


    “Yegorovna!” cried the latter at the door, and turning to Foma, asked: “Don’t you recognise me, Foma Ignatyevich?”


    “I remember something. It seems to me we had met somewhere before.”


    “That meeting lasted for four years, but that was long ago! Yozhov.”


    “Oh Lord!” exclaimed Foma, in astonishment, slightly rising from the lounge. “Is it possible that it is you?”


    “There are times, dear, when I don’t believe it myself, but a real fact is something from which doubt jumps back as a rubber ball from iron.”


    Yozhov’s face was comically distorted, and for some reason or other his hands began to feel his breast.


    “Well, well!” drawled out Foma. “But how old you have grown! Ah-ah! How old are you?”


    “Thirty.”


    “And you look as though you were fifty, lean, yellow. Life isn’t sweet to you, it seems? And you are drinking, too, I see.”


    Foma felt sorry to see his jolly and brisk schoolmate so worn out, and living in this dog-hole, which seemed to be swollen from burns. He looked at him, winked his eyes mournfully and saw that Yozhov’s face was for ever twitching, and his small eyes were burning with irritation. Yozhov was trying to uncork the bottle of water, and thus occupied, was silent; he pressed the bottle between his knees and made vain efforts to take out the cork. And his impotence moved Foma.


    “Yes; life has sucked you dry. And you have studied. Even science seems to help man but little,” said Gordyeeff plaintively.


    “Drink!” said Yozhov, turning pale with fatigue, and handing him the glass. Then he wiped his forehead, seated himself on the lounge beside Foma, and said:


    “Leave science alone! Science is a drink of the gods; but it has not yet fermented sufficiently, and, therefore is not fit for use, like vodka which has not yet been purified from empyreumatic oil. Science is not ready for man’s happiness, my friend. And those living people that use it get nothing but headaches. Like those you and I have at present. Why do you drink so rashly?”


    “I? What else am I to do?” asked Foma, laughing. Yozhov looked at Foma searchingly with his eyes half closed, and he said:


    “Connecting your question with everything you jabbered last night, I feel within my troubled soul that you, too, my friend, do not amuse yourself because life is cheerful to you.”


    “Eh!” sighed Foma, heavily, rising from the lounge. “What is my life? It is something meaningless. I live alone. I understand nothing. And yet there is something I long for. I yearn to spit on all and then disappear somewhere! I would like to run away from everything. I am so weary!”


    “That’s interesting!” said Yozhov, rubbing his hands and turning about in all directions. “This is interesting, if it is true and deep, for it shows that the holy spirit of dissatisfaction with life has already penetrated into the bed chambers of the merchants, into the death chambers of souls drowned in fat cabbage soup, in lakes of tea and other liquids. Give me a circumstantial account of it. Then, my dear, I shall write a novel.”


    “I have been told that you have already written something about me?” inquired Foma, with curiosity, and once more attentively scrutinized his old friend unable to understand what so wretched a creature could write.


    “Of course I have! Did you read it?”


    “No, I did not have the chance.”


    “And what have they told you?”


    “That you gave me a clever scolding.”


    “Hm! And doesn’t it interest you to read it yourself?” inquired Yozhov, scrutinizing Gordyeeff closely.


    “I’ll read it!” Foma assured him, feeling embarrassed before Yozhov, and that Yozhov was offended by such regard for his writings. “Indeed, it is interesting since it is about myself,” he added, smiling kindheartedly at his comrade.


    In saying this he was not at all interested, and he said it merely out of pity for Yozhov. There was quite another feeling in him; he wished to know what sort of a man Yozhov was, and why he had become so worn out. This meeting with Yozhov gave rise in him to a tranquil and kind feeling; it called forth recollections of his childhood, and these flashed now in his memory, — flashed like modest little lights, timidly shining at him from the distance of the past. Yozhov walked up to the table on which stood a boiling samovar, silently poured out two glasses of tea as strong as tar, and said to Foma:


    “Come and drink tea. And tell me about yourself.”


    “I have nothing to tell you. I have not seen anything in life. Mine is an empty life! You had better tell me about yourself. I am sure you know more than I do, at any rate.”


    Yozhov became thoughtful, not ceasing to turn his whole body and to waggle his head. In thoughtfulness his face became motionless, all its wrinkles gathered near his eyes and seemed to surround them with rays, and because of this his eyes receded deeper under his forehead.


    “Yes, my dear, I have seen a thing or two, and I know a great deal,” he began, with a shake of the head. “And perhaps I know even more than it is necessary for me to know, and to know more than it is necessary is just as harmful to man as it is to be ignorant of what it is essential to know. Shall I tell you how I have lived? Very well; that is, I’ll try. I have never told any one about myself, because I have never aroused interest in anyone. It is most offensive to live on earth without arousing people’s interest in you!”


    “I can see by your face and by everything else that your life has not been a smooth one!” said Foma, feeling pleased with the fact that, to all appearances, life was not sweet to his comrade as well. Yozhov drank his tea at one draught, thrust the glass on the saucer, placed his feet on the edge of the chair, and clasping his knees in his hands, rested his chin upon them. In this pose, small sized and flexible as rubber, he began:


    “The student Sachkov, my former teacher, who is now a doctor of medicine, a whist-player and a mean fellow all around, used to tell me whenever I knew my lesson well: ‘You’re a fine fellow, Kolya! You are an able boy. We proletariats, plain and poor people, coming from the backyard of life, we must study and study, in order to come to the front, ahead of everybody. Russia is in need of wise and honest people. Try to be such, and you will be master of your fate and a useful member of society. On us commoners rest the best hopes of the country. We are destined to bring into it light, truth,’ and so on. I believed him, the brute. And since then about twenty years have elapsed. We proletariats have grown up, but have neither appropriated any wisdom, nor brought light into life. As before, Russia is still suffering from its chronic disease — a superabundance of rascals; while we, the proletariats, take pleasure in filling their dense throngs. My teacher, I repeat, is a lackey, a characterless and dumb creature, who must obey the orders of the mayor. While I am a clown in the employ of society. Fame pursues me here in town, dear. I walk along the street and I hear one driver say to another: ‘There goes Yozhov! How cleverly he barks, the deuce take him!’ Yes! Even this cannot be so easily attained.”


    Yozhov’s face wrinkled into a bitter grimace, and he began to laugh, noiselessly, with his lips only. Foma did not understand his words, and, just to say something, he remarked at random:


    “You didn’t hit, then, what you aimed at?”


    “Yes, I thought I would grow up higher. And so I should! So I should, I say!”


    He jumped up from his chair and began to run about in the room, exclaiming briskly in a shrill voice:


    “But to preserve one’s self pure for life and to be a free man in it, one must have vast powers! I had them. I had elasticity, cleverness. I have spent all these in order to learn something which is absolutely unnecessary to me now. I have wasted the whole of myself in order to preserve something within myself. Oh devil! I myself and many others with me, we have all robbed ourselves for the sake of saving up something for life. Just think of it: desiring to make of myself a valuable man, I have underrated my individuality in every way possible. In order to study, and not die of starvation, I have for six years in succession taught blockheads how to read and write, and had to bear a mass of abominations at the hands of various papas and mammas, who humiliated me without any constraint. Earning my bread and tea, I could not, I had not the time to earn my shoes, and I had to turn to charitable institutions with humble petitions for loans on the strength of my poverty. If the philanthropists could only reckon up how much of the spirit they kill in man while supporting the life of his body! If they only knew that each rouble they give for bread contains ninety-nine copecks’ worth of poison for the soul! If they could only burst from excess of their kindness and pride, which they draw from their holy activity! There is none on earth more disgusting and repulsive than he who gives alms, even as there is none more miserable than he who accepts it!”


    Yozhov staggered about in the room like a drunken man, seized with madness, and the paper under his feet was rustling, tearing, flying in scraps. He gnashed his teeth, shook his head, his hands waved in the air like broken wings of a bird, and altogether it seemed as though he were being boiled in a kettle of hot water. Foma looked at him with a strange, mixed sensation; he pitied Yozhov, and at the same time he was pleased to see him suffering.


    “I am not alone, he is suffering, too,” thought Foma, as Yozhov spoke. And something clashed in Yozhov’s throat, like broken glass, and creaked like an unoiled hinge.


    “Poisoned by the kindness of men, I was ruined through the fatal capacity of every poor fellow during the making of his career, through the capacity of being reconciled with little in the expectation of much. Oh! Do you know, more people perish through lack of proper self-appreciation than from consumption, and perhaps that is why the leaders of the masses serve as district inspectors!”


    “The devil take the district inspectors!” said Foma, with a wave of the hand. “Tell me about yourself.”


    “About myself! I am here entire!” exclaimed Yozhov, stopping short in the middle of the room, and striking his chest with his hands. “I have already accomplished all I could accomplish. I have attained the rank of the public’s entertainer — and that is all I can do! To know what should be done, and not to be able to do it, not to have the strength for your work — that is torture!”


    “That’s it! Wait awhile!” said Foma, enthusiastically. “Now tell me what one should do in order to live calmly; that is, in order to be satisfied with one’s self.”


    To Foma these words sounded loud, but empty, and their sounds died away without stirring any emotion in his heart, without giving rise to a single thought in his mind.


    “You must always be in love with something unattainable to you. A man grows in height by stretching himself upwards.”


    Now that he had ceased speaking of himself, Yozhov began to talk more calmly, in a different voice. His voice was firm and resolute, and his face assumed an expression of importance and sternness. He stood in the centre of the room, his hand with outstretched fingers uplifted, and spoke as though he were reading:


    “Men are base because they strive for satiety. The well-fed man is an animal because satiety is the self-contentedness of the body. And the self-contentedness of the spirit also turns man into animal.”


    Again he started as though all his veins and muscles were suddenly strained, and again he began to run about the room in seething agitation.


    “A self-contented man is the hardened swelling on the breast of society. He is my sworn enemy. He fills himself up with cheap truths, with gnawed morsels of musty wisdom, and he exists like a storeroom where a stingy housewife keeps all sorts of rubbish which is absolutely unnecessary to her, and worthless. If you touch such a man, if you open the door into him, the stench of decay will be breathed upon you, and a stream of some musty trash will be poured into the air you breathe. These unfortunate people call themselves men of firm character, men of principles and convictions. And no one cares to see that convictions are to them but the clothes with which they cover the beggarly nakedness of their souls. On the narrow brows of such people there always shines the inscription so familiar to all: calmness and confidence. What a false inscription! Just rub their foreheads with firm hand and then you will see the real sign-board, which reads: ‘Narrow mindedness and weakness of soul!’”


    Foma watched Yozhov bustling about the room, and thought mournfully:


    “Whom is he abusing? I can’t understand; but I can see that he has been terribly wounded.”


    “How many such people have I seen!” exclaimed Yozhov, with wrath and terror. “How these little retail shops have multiplied in life! In them you will find calico for shrouds, and tar, candy and borax for the extermination of cockroaches, but you will not find anything fresh, hot, wholesome! You come to them with an aching soul exhausted by loneliness; you come, thirsting to hear something that has life in it. And they offer to you some worm cud, ruminated book-thoughts, grown sour with age. And these dry, stale thoughts are always so poor that, in order to give them expression, it is necessary to use a vast number of high-sounding and empty words. When such a man speaks I say to myself: ‘There goes a well-fed, but over-watered mare, all decorated with bells; she’s carting a load of rubbish out of the town, and the miserable wretch is content with her fate.’”


    “They are superfluous people, then,” said Foma. Yozhov stopped short in front of him and said with a biting smile on his lips:


    “No, they are not superfluous, oh no! They exist as an example, to show what man ought not to be. Speaking frankly, their proper place is the anatomical museums, where they preserve all sorts of monsters and various sickly deviations from the normal. In life there is nothing that is superfluous, dear. Even I am necessary! Only those people, in whose souls dwells a slavish cowardice before life, in whose bosoms there are enormous ulcers of the most abominable self-adoration, taking the places of their dead hearts — only those people are superfluous; but even they are necessary, if only for the sake of enabling me to pour my hatred upon them.”


    All day long, until evening, Yozhov was excited, venting his blasphemy on men he hated, and his words, though their contents were obscure to Foma, infected him with their evil heat, and infecting called forth in him an eager desire for combat. At times there sprang up in him distrust of Yozhov, and in one of these moments he asked him plainly:


    “Well! And can you speak like that in the face of men?”


    “I do it at every convenient occasion. And every Sunday in the newspaper. I’ll read some to you if you like.”


    Without waiting for Foma’s reply, he tore down from the wall a few sheets of paper, and still continuing to run about the room, began to read to him. He roared, squeaked, laughed, showed his teeth and looked like an angry dog trying to break the chain in powerless rage. Not grasping the ideals in his friend’s creations, Foma felt their daring audacity, their biting sarcasm, their passionate malice, and he was as well pleased with them as though he had been scourged with besoms in a hot bath.


    “Clever!” he exclaimed, catching some separate phrase. “That’s cleverly aimed!”


    Every now and again there flashed before him the familiar names of merchants and well-known citizens, whom Yozhov had stung, now stoutly and sharply, now respectfully and with a fine needle-like sting.


    Foma’s approbation, his eyes burning with satisfaction, and his excited face gave Yozhov still more inspiration, and he cried and roared ever louder and louder, now falling on the lounge from exhaustion, now jumping up again and rushing toward Foma.


    “Come, now, read about me!” exclaimed Foma, longing to hear it. Yozhov rummaged among a pile of papers, tore out one sheet, and holding it in both hands, stopped in front of Foma, with his legs straddled wide apart, while Foma leaned back in the broken-seated armchair and listened with a smile.


    The notice about Foma started with a description of the spree on the rafts, and during the reading of the notice Foma felt that certain particular words stung him like mosquitoes. His face became more serious, and he bent his head in gloomy silence. And the mosquitoes went on multiplying.


    “Now that’s too much!” said he, at length, confused and dissatisfied. “Surely you cannot gain the favour of God merely because you know how to disgrace a man.”


    “Keep quiet! Wait awhile!” said Yozhov, curtly, and went on reading.


    Having established in his article that the merchant rises beyond doubt above the representatives of other classes of society in the matter of nuisance and scandal-making, Yozhov asked: “Why is this so?” and replied:


    “It seems to me that this predilection for wild pranks comes from the lack of culture in so far as it is dependent upon the excess of energy and upon idleness. There cannot be any doubt that our merchant class, with but few exceptions, is the healthiest and, at the same time, most inactive class.”


    “That’s true!” exclaimed Foma, striking the table with his fist. “That’s true! I have the strength of a bull and do the work of a sparrow.”


    “Where is the merchant to spend his energy? He cannot spend much of it on the Exchange, so he squanders the excess of his muscular capital in drinking-bouts in kabaky; for he has no conception of other applications of his strength, which are more productive, more valuable to life. He is still a beast, and life has already become to him a cage, and it is too narrow for him with his splendid health and predilection for licentiousness. Hampered by culture he at once starts to lead a dissolute life. The debauch of a merchant is always the revolt of a captive beast. Of course this is bad. But, ah! it will be worse yet, when this beast, in addition to his strength, shall have gathered some sense and shall have disciplined it. Believe me, even then he will not cease to create scandals, but they will be historical events. Heaven deliver us from such events! For they will emanate from the merchant’s thirst for power; their aim will be the omnipotence of one class, and the merchant will not be particular about the means toward the attainment of this aim.


    “Well, what do you say, is it true?” asked Yozhov, when he had finished reading the newspaper, and thrown it aside.


    “I don’t understand the end,” replied Foma. “And as to strength, that is true! Where am I to make use of my strength since there is no demand for it! I ought to fight with robbers, or turn a robber myself. In general I ought to do something big. And that should be done not with the head, but with the arms and the breast. While here we have to go to the Exchange and try to aim well to make a rouble. What do we need it for? And what is it, anyway? Has life been arranged in this form forever? What sort of life is it, if everyone is grieved and finds it too narrow for him? Life ought to be according to the taste of man. If it is narrow for me, I must move it asunder that I may have more room. I must break it and reconstruct it. But nod? That’s where the trouble lies! What ought to be done that life may be freer? That I do not understand, and that’s all there is to it.”


    “Yes!” drawled out Yozhov. “So that’s where you’ve gone! That, dear, is a good thing! Ah, you ought to study a little! How are you about books? Do you read any?”


    “No, I don’t care for them. I haven’t read any.”


    “That’s just why you don’t care for them.” “I am even afraid to read them. I know one — a certain girl — it’s worse than drinking with her! And what sense is there in books? One man imagines something and prints it, and others read it. If it is interesting, it’s all right. But learn from a book how to live! — that is something absurd. It was written by man, not by God, and what laws and examples can man establish for himself?”


    “And how about the Gospels? Were they not written by men?”


    “Those were apostles. Now there are none.”


    “Good, your refutation is sound! It is true, dear, there are no apostles. Only the Judases remained, and miserable ones at that.”


    Foma felt very well, for he saw that Yozhov was attentively listening to his words and seemed to be weighing each and every word he uttered. Meeting such bearing toward him for the first time in his life, Foma unburdened himself boldly and freely before his friend, caring nothing for the choice of words, and feeling that he would be understood because Yozhov wanted to understand him.


    “You are a curious fellow!” said Yozhov, about two days after their meeting. “And though you speak with difficulty, one feels that there is a great deal in you — great daring of heart! If you only knew a little about the order of life! Then you would speak loud enough, I think. Yes!”


    “But you cannot wash yourself clean with words, nor can you then free yourself,” remarked Foma, with a sigh. “You have said something about people who pretend that they know everything, and can do everything. I also know such people. My godfather, for instance. It would be a good thing to set out against them, to convict them; they’re a pretty dangerous set!”


    “I cannot imagine, Foma, how you will get along in life if you preserve within you that which you now have,” said Yozhov, thoughtfully.


    “It’s very hard. I lack steadfastness. Of a sudden I could perhaps do something. I understand very well that life is difficult and narrow for every one of us. I know that my godfather sees that, too! But he profits by this narrowness. He feels well in it; he is sharp as a needle, and he’ll make his way wherever he pleases. But I am a big, heavy man, that’s why I am suffocating! That’s why I live in fetters. I could free myself from everything with a single effort: just to move my body with all my strength, and then all the fetters will burst!”


    “And what then?” asked Yozhov.


    “Then?” Foma became pensive, and, after a moment’s thought, waved his hand. “I don’t know what will be then. I shall see!”


    “We shall see!” assented Yozhov.


    He was given to drink, this little man who was scalded by life. His day began thus: in the morning at his tea he looked over the local newspapers and drew from the news notices material for his feuilleton, which he wrote right then and there on the corner of the table. Then he ran to the editorial office, where he made up “Provincial Pictures” out of clippings from country newspapers. On Friday he had to write his Sunday feuilleton. For all they paid him a hundred and twenty-five roubles a month; he worked fast, and devoted all his leisure time to the “survey and study of charitable institutions.” Together with Foma he strolled about the clubs, hotels and taverns till late at night, drawing material everywhere for his articles, which he called “brushes for the cleansing of the conscience of society.” The censor he styled as “superintendent of the diffusion of truth and righteousness in life,” the newspaper he called “the go-between, engaged in introducing the reader to dangerous ideas,” and his own work, “the sale of a soul in retail,” and “an inclination to audacity against holy institutions.”


    Foma could hardly make out when Yozhov jested and when he was in earnest. He spoke of everything enthusiastically and passionately, he condemned everything harshly, and Foma liked it. But often, beginning to argue enthusiastically, he refuted and contradicted himself with equal enthusiasm or wound up his speech with some ridiculous turn. Then it appeared to Foma that that man loved nothing, that nothing was firmly rooted within him, that nothing guided him. Only when speaking of himself he talked in a rather peculiar voice, and the more impassioned he was in speaking of himself, the more merciless and enraged was he in reviling everything and everybody. And his relation toward Foma was dual; sometimes he gave him courage and spoke to him hotly, quivering in every limb.


    “Go ahead! Refute and overthrow everything you can! Push forward with all your might. There is nothing more valuable than man, know this! Cry at the top of your voice: ‘Freedom! Freedom!”


    But when Foma, warmed up by the glowing sparks of these words, began to dream of how he should start to refute and overthrow people who, for the sake of personal profit, do not want to broaden life, Yozhov would often cut him short:


    “Drop it! You cannot do anything! People like you are not needed. Your time, the time of the strong but not clever, is past, my dear! You are too late! There is no place for you in life.”


    “No? You are lying!” cried Foma, irritated by contradiction.


    “Well, what can you accomplish?”


    “I?”


    “You!”


    “Why, I can kill you!” said Foma, angrily, clenching his fist.


    “Eh, you scarecrow!” said Yozhov, convincingly and pitifully, with a shrug of the shoulder. “Is there anything in that? Why, I am anyway half dead already from my wounds.”


    And suddenly inflamed with melancholy malice, he stretched himself and said:


    “My fate has wronged me. Why have I lowered myself, accepting the sops of the public? Why have I worked like a machine for twelve years in succession in order to study? Why have I swallowed for twelve long years in the Gymnasium and the University the dry and tedious trash and the contradictory nonsense which is absolutely useless to me? In order to become feuilleton-writer, to play the clown from day to day, entertaining the public and convincing myself that that is necessary and useful to them. Where is the powder of my youth? I have fired off all the charge of my soul at three copecks a shot. What faith have I acquired for myself? Only faith in the fact that everything in this life is worthless, that everything must be broken, destroyed. What do I love? Myself. And I feel that the object of my love does not deserve my love. What can I accomplish?”


    He almost wept, and kept on scratching his breast and his neck with his thin, feeble hands.


    But sometimes he was seized with a flow of courage, and then he spoke in a different spirit:


    “I? Oh, no, my song is not yet sung to the end! My breast has imbibed something, and I’ll hiss like a whip! Wait, I’ll drop the newspaper, I’ll start to do serious work, and write one small book, which I will entitle ‘The Passing of the Soul’; there is a prayer by that name, it is read for the dying. And before its death this society, cursed by the anathema of inward impotence, will receive my book like incense.”


    Listening to each and every word of his, watching him and comparing his remarks, Foma saw that Yozhov was just as weak as he was, that he, too, had lost his way. But Yozhov’s mood still infected Foma, his speeches enriched Foma’s vocabulary, and sometimes he noticed with joyous delight how cleverly and forcibly he had himself expressed this or that idea. He often met in Yozhov’s house certain peculiar people, who, it seemed to him, knew everything, understood everything, contradicted everything, and saw deceit and falsehood in everything. He watched them in silence, listened to their words; their audacity pleased him, but he was embarrassed and repelled by their condescending and haughty bearing toward him. And then he clearly saw that in Yozhov’s room they were all cleverer and better than they were in the street and in the hotels. They held peculiar conversations, words and gestures for use in the room, and all this was changed outside the room, into the most commonplace and human. Sometimes, in the room, they all blazed up like a huge woodpile, and Yozhov was the brightest firebrand among them; but the light of this bonfire illuminated but faintly the obscurity of Foma Gordyeeff’s soul.


    One day Yozhov said to him:


    “Today we will carouse! Our compositors have formed a union, and they are going to take all the work from the publisher on a contract. There will be some drinking on this account, and I am invited. It was I who advised them to do it. Let us go? You will give them a good treat.”


    “Very well!” said Foma, to whom it was immaterial with whom he passed the time, which was a burden to him.


    In the evening of that day Foma and Yozhov sat in the company of rough-faced people, on the outskirts of a grove, outside the town. There were twelve compositors there, neatly dressed; they treated Yozhov simply, as a comrade, and this somewhat surprised and embarrassed Foma, in whose eyes Yozhov was after all something of a master or superior to them, while they were really only his servants. They did not seem to notice Gordyeeff, although, when Yozhov introduced Foma to them, they shook hands with him and said that they were glad to see him. He lay down under a hazel-bush, and watched them all, feeling himself a stranger in this company, and noticing that even Yozhov seemed to have got away from him deliberately, and was paying but little attention to him. He perceived something strange about Yozhov; the little feuilleton-writer seemed to imitate the tone and the speech of the compositors. He bustled about with them at the woodpile, uncorked bottles of beer, cursed, laughed loudly and tried his best to resemble them. He was even dressed more simply than usual.


    “Eh, brethren!” he exclaimed, with enthusiasm. “I feel well with you! I’m not a big bird, either. I am only the son of the courthouse guard, and noncommissioned officer, Matvey Yozhov!”


    “Why does he say that?” thought Foma. “What difference does it make whose son a man is? A man is not respected on account of his father, but for his brains.”


    The sun was setting like a huge bonfire in the sky, tinting the clouds with hues of gold and of blood. Dampness and silence were breathed from the forest, while at its outskirts dark human figures bustled about noisily. One of them, short and lean, in a broad-brimmed straw hat, played the accordion; another one, with dark moustache and with his cap on the back of his head, sang an accompaniment softly. Two others tugged at a stick, testing their strength. Several busied themselves with the basket containing beer and provisions; a tall man with a grayish beard threw branches on the fire, which was enveloped in thick, whitish smoke. The damp branches, falling on the fire, crackled and rustled plaintively, and the accordion teasingly played a lively tune, while the falsetto of the singer reinforced and completed its loud tones.


    Apart from them all, on the brink of a small ravine, lay three young fellows, and before them stood Yozhov, who spoke in a ringing voice:


    “You bear the sacred banner of labour. And I, like yourselves, am a private soldier in the same army. We all serve Her Majesty, the Press. And we must live in firm, solid friendship.”


    “That’s true, Nikolay Matveyich!” some one’s thick voice interrupted him. “And we want to ask you to use your influence with the publisher! Use your influence with him! Illness and drunkenness cannot be treated as one and the same thing. And, according to his system, it comes out thus; if one of us gets drunk he is fined to the amount of his day’s earnings; if he takes sick the same is done. We ought to be permitted to present the doctor’s certificate, in case of sickness, to make it certain; and he, to be just, ought to pay the substitute at least half the wages of the sick man. Otherwise, it is hard for us. What if three of us should suddenly be taken sick at once?”


    “Yes; that is certainly reasonable,” assented Yozhov. “But, my friends, the principle of cooperation—”


    Foma ceased listening to the speech of his friend, for his attention was diverted by the conversation of others. Two men were talking; one was a tall consumptive, poorly dressed and angry-looking man; the other a fair-haired and fair-bearded young man.


    “In my opinion,” said the tall man sternly, and coughing, “it is foolish! How can men like us marry? There will be children. Do we have enough to support them? The wife must be clothed — and then you can’t tell what sort of a woman you may strike.”


    “She’s a fine girl,” said the fair-haired man, softly. “Well, it’s now that she is fine. A betrothed girl is one thing, a wife quite another. But that isn’t the main point. You can try — perhaps she will really be good. But then you’ll be short of means. You will kill yourself with work, and you will ruin her, too. Marriage is an impossible thing for us. Do you mean to say that we can support a family on such earnings? Here, you see, I have only been married four years, and my end is near. I have seen no joy — nothing but worry and care.”


    He began to cough, coughed for a long time, with a groan, and when he had ceased, he said to his comrade in a choking voice:


    “Drop it, nothing will come of it!”


    His interlocutor bent his head mournfully, while Foma thought:


    “He speaks sensibly. It’s evident he can reason well.”


    The lack of attention shown to Foma somewhat offended him and aroused in him at the same time a feeling of respect for these men with dark faces impregnated with lead-dust. Almost all of them were engaged in practical serious conversation, and their remarks were studded with certain peculiar words. None of them fawned upon him, none bothered him with love, with his back to the fire, and he saw before him a row of brightly illuminated, cheerful and simple faces. They were all excited from drinking, but were not yet intoxicated; they laughed, jested, tried to sing, drank, and ate cucumbers, white bread and sausages. All this had for Foma a particularly pleasant flavour; he grew bolder, seized by the general good feeling, and he longed to say something good to these people, to please them all in some way or other. Yozhov, sitting by his side, moved about on the ground, jostled him with his shoulder and, shaking his head, muttered something indistinctly.


    “Brethren!” shouted the stout fellow. “Let’s strike up the student song. Well, one, two!”


     “Swift as the waves,”


    Someone roared in his bass voice:


     “Are the days of our life.”


    “Friends!” said Yozhov, rising to his feet, a glass in his hand. He staggered, and leaned his other hand against Foma’s head. The started song was broken off, and all turned their heads toward him.


    “Working men! Permit me to say a few words, words from the heart. I am happy in your company! I feel well in your midst. That is because you are men of toil, men whose right to happiness is not subject to doubt, although it is not recognised. In your ennobling midst, Oh honest people, the lonely man, who is poisoned by life, breathes so easily, so freely.”


    Yozhov’s voice quivered and quaked, and his head began to shake. Foma felt that something warm trickled down on his hand, and he looked up at the wrinkled face of Yozhov, who went on speaking, trembling in every limb:


    “I am not the only one. There are many like myself, intimidated by fate, broken and suffering. We are more unfortunate than you are, because we are weaker both in body and in soul, but we are stronger than you because we are armed with knowledge, which we have no opportunity to apply. We are gladly ready to come to you and resign ourselves to you and help you to live. There is nothing else for us to do! Without you we are without ground to stand on; without us, you are without light! Comrades! we were created by Fate itself to complete one another!”


    “What does he beg of them?” thought Foma, listening to Yozhov’s words with perplexity. And examining the faces of the compositors he saw that they also looked at the orator inquiringly, perplexedly, wearily.


    “The future is yours, my friends!” said Yozhov, faintly, shaking his head mournfully as though feeling sorry for the future, and yielding to these people against his will the predominance over it. “The future belongs to the men of honest toil. You have a great task before you! You have to create a new culture, everything free, vital and bright! I, who am one of you in flesh and in spirit; who am the son of a soldier; I propose a toast to your future! Hurrah!”


    Yozhov emptied his glass and sank heavily to the ground. The compositors unanimously took up his broken exclamation, and a powerful, thundering shout rolled through the air, causing the leaves on the trees to tremble.


    “Let’s start a song now,” proposed the stout fellow again.


    “Come on!” chimed in two or three voices. A noisy dispute ensued as to what to sing. Yozhov listened to the noise, and, turning his head from one side to another, scrutinized them all.


    “Brethren,” Yozhov suddenly cried again, “answer me. Say a few words in reply to my address of welcome.”


    Again — though not at once — all became silent, some looking at him with curiosity, others concealing a grin, still others with an expression of dissatisfaction plainly written on their faces. And he again rose from the ground and said, hotly:


    “Two of us here are cast away by life — I and that other one. We both desire the same regard for man and the happiness of feeling ourselves useful unto others. Comrades! And that big, stupid man—”


    “Nikolay Matveyich, you had better not insult our guest!” said someone in a deep, displeased voice.


    “Yes, that’s unnecessary,” affirmed the stout fellow, who had invited Foma to the fireside. “Why use offensive language?”


    A third voice rang out loudly and distinctly:


    “We have come together to enjoy ourselves — to take a rest.”


    “Fools!” laughed Yozhov, faintly. “Kind-hearted fools! Do you pity him? But do you know who he is? He is of those people who suck your blood.”


    “That will do, Nikolay Matveyich!” they cried to Yozhov. And all began to talk, paying no further attention to him. Foma felt so sorry for his friend that he did not even take offence. He saw that these people who defended him from Yozhov’s attacks were now purposely ignoring the feuilleton-writer, and he understood that this would pain Yozhov if he were to notice it. And in order to take his friend away from possible unpleasantness, he nudged him in the side and said, with a kind-hearted laugh:


    “Well, you grumbler, shall we have a drink? Or is it time to go home?”


    “Home? Where is the home of the man who has no place among men?” asked Yozhov, and shouted again: “Comrades!”


    Unanswered, his shout was drowned in the general murmur. Then he drooped his head and said to Foma:


    “Let’s go from here.”


    “Let’s go. Though I don’t mind sitting a little longer. It’s interesting. They behave so nobly, the devils. By God!”


    “I can’t bear it any longer. I feel cold. I am suffocating.”


    “Well, come then.”


    Foma rose to his feet, removed his cap, and, bowing to the compositors, said loudly and cheerfully:


    “Thank you, gentlemen, for your hospitality! Good-bye!”


    They immediately surrounded him and spoke to him persuasively:


    “Stay here! Where are you going? We might sing all together, eh?”


    “No, I must go, it would be disagreeable to my friend to go alone. I am going to escort him. I wish you a jolly feast!”


    “Eh, you ought to wait a little!” exclaimed the stout fellow, and then whispered:


    “Some one will escort him home!”


    The consumptive also remarked in a low voice:


    “You stay here. We’ll escort him to town, and get him into a cab and — there you are!”


    Foma felt like staying there, and at the same time was afraid of something. While Yozhov rose to his feet, and, clutching at the sleeves of his overcoat, muttered:


    “Come, the devil take them!”


    “Till we meet again, gentlemen! I’m going!” said Foma and departed amid exclamations of polite regret.


    “Ha, ha, ha!” Yozhov burst out laughing when he had got about twenty steps away from the fire. “They see us off with sorrow, but they are glad that I am going away. I hindered them from turning into beasts.”


    “It’s true, you did disturb them,” said Foma. “Why do you make such speeches? People have come out to enjoy themselves, and you obtrude yourself upon them. That bores them!”


    “Keep quiet! You don’t understand anything!” cried Yozhov, harshly. “You think I am drunk? It’s my body that is intoxicated, but my soul is sober, it is always sober; it feels everything. Oh, how much meanness there is in the world, how much stupidity and wretchedness! And men — these stupid, miserable men.”


    Yozhov paused, and, clasping his head with his hands, stood for awhile, staggering.


    “Yes!” drawled out Foma. “They are very much unlike one another. Now these men, how polite they are, like gentlemen. And they reason correctly, too, and all that sort of thing. They have common sense. Yet they are only labourers.”


    In the darkness behind them the men struck up a powerful choral song. Inharmonious at first, it swelled and grew until it rolled in a huge, powerful wave through the invigorating nocturnal air, above the deserted field.


    “My God!” said Yozhov, sadly and softly, heaving a sigh. “Whereby are we to live? Whereon fasten our soul? Who shall quench its thirsts for friendship brotherhood, love, for pure and sacred toil?”


    “These simple people,” said Foma, slowly and pensively, without listening to his companion s words, absorbed as he was in his own thoughts, “if one looks into these people, they’re not so bad! It’s even very — it is interesting. Peasants, labourers, to look at them plainly, they are just like horses. They carry burdens, they puff and blow.”


    “They carry our life on their backs,” exclaimed Yozhov with irritation. “They carry it like horses, submissively, stupidly. And this submissiveness of theirs is our misfortune, our curse!”


    And Foma, carried away by his own thought, argued:


    “They carry burdens, they toil all their life long for mere trifles. And suddenly they say something that wouldn’t come into your mind in a century. Evidently they feel. Yes, it is interesting to be with them.”


    Staggering, Yozhov walked in silence for a long time, and suddenly he waved his hand in the air and began to declaim in a dull, choking voice, which sounded as though it issued from his stomach:


    “Life has cruelly deceived me, I have suffered so much pain.”


    “These, dear boy, are my own verses,” said he, stopping short and nodding his head mournfully. “How do they run? I’ve forgotten. There is something there about dreams, about sacred and pure longings, which are smothered within my breast by the vapour of life. Oh!”


    “The buried dreams within my breast Will never rise again.”


    “Brother! You are happier than I, because you are stupid. While I—”


    “Don’t be rude!” said Foma, irritated. “You would better listen how they are singing.”


    “I don’t want to listen to other people’s songs,” said Yozhov, with a shake of the head. “I have my own, it is the song of a soul rent in pieces by life.”


    And he began to wail in a wild voice:


    “The buried dreams within my breast Will never rise again... How great their number is!”


    “There was a whole flower garden of bright, living dreams and hopes. They perished, withered and perished. Death is within my heart. The corpses of my dreams are rotting there. Oh! oh!”


    Yozhov burst into tears, sobbing like a woman. Foma pitied him, and felt uncomfortable with him. He jerked at his shoulder impatiently, and said:


    “Stop crying! Come, how weak you are, brother!” Clasping his head in his hand Yozhov straightened up his stooping frame, made an effort and started again mournfully and wildly:


    “How great their number is! Their sepulchre how narrow! I clothed them all in shrouds of rhyme And many sad and solemn songs O’er them I sang from time to time!”


    “Oh, Lord!” sighed Foma in despair. “Stop that, for Christ’s sake! By God, how sad!”


    In the distance the loud choral song was rolling through the darkness and the silence. Some one was whistling, keeping time to the refrain, and this shrill sound, which pierced the ear, ran ahead of the billow of powerful voices. Foma looked in that direction and saw the tall, black wall of forest, the bright fiery spot of the bonfire shining upon it, and the misty figures surrounding the fire. The wall of forest was like a breast, and the fire like a bloody wound in it. It seemed as though the breast was trembling, as the blood coursed down in burning streams. Embraced in dense gloom from all sides the people seemed on the background of the forest, like little children; they, too, seemed to burn, illuminated by the blaze of the bonfire. They waved their hands and sang their songs loudly, powerfully.


    And Yozhov, standing beside Foma, spoke excitedly:


    “You hard-hearted blockhead! Why do you repulse me? You ought to listen to the song of the dying soul, and weep over it, for, why was it wounded, why is it dying? Begone from me, begone! You think I am drunk? I am poisoned, begone!”


    Without lifting his eyes off the forest and the fire, so beautiful in the darkness, Foma made a few steps aside from Yozhov and said to him in a low voice:


    “Don’t play the fool. Why do you abuse me at random?”


    “I want to remain alone, and finish singing my song.”


    Staggering, he, too, moved aside from Foma, and after a few seconds again exclaimed in a sobbing voice:


     “My song is done! And nevermore


     Shall I disturb their sleep of death,


     Oh Lord, Oh Lord, repose my soul!


     For it is hopeless in its wounds,


     Oh Lord, repose my soul.”


    Foma shuddered at the sounds of their gloomy wailing, and he hurried after Yozhov; but before he overtook him the little feuilleton-writer uttered a hysterical shriek, threw himself chest down upon the ground and burst out sobbing plaintively and softly, even as sickly children cry.


    “Nikolay!” said Foma, lifting him by the shoulders. “Cease crying; what’s the matter? Oh Lord. Nikolay! Enough, aren’t you ashamed?”


    But Yozhov was not ashamed; he struggled on the ground, like a fish just taken from the water, and when Foma had lifted him to his feet, he pressed close to Foma’s breast, clasping his sides with his thin arms, and kept on sobbing.


    “Well, that’s enough!” said Foma, with his teeth tightly clenched. “Enough, dear.”


    And agitated by the suffering of the man who was wounded by the narrowness of life, filled with wrath on his account, he turned his face toward the gloom where the lights of the town were glimmering, and, in an outburst of wrathful grief, roared in a deep, loud voice:


    “A-a-ana-thema! Be cursed! Just wait. You, too, shall choke! Be cursed!”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XI


    
      
    


    “LUBAVKA!” said Mayakin one day when he came home from the Exchange, “prepare yourself for this evening. I am going to bring you a bridegroom! Prepare a nice hearty little lunch for us. Put out on the table as much of our old silverware as possible, also bring out the fruit-vases, so that he is impressed by our table! Let him see that each and everything we have is a rarity!”


    Lubov was sitting by the window darning her father’s socks, and her head was bent low over her work.


    “What is all this for, papa?” she asked, dissatisfied and offended.


    “Why, for sauce, for flavour. And then, it’s in due order. For a girl is not a horse; you can’t dispose of her without the harness.”


    All aflush with offence, Lubov tossed her head nervously, and flinging her work aside, cast a glance at her father; and, taking up the socks again, she bent her head still lower over them. The old man paced the room to and fro, plucking at his fiery beard with anxiety; his eyes stared somewhere into the distance, and it was evident that he was all absorbed in some great complicated thought. The girl understood that he would not listen to her and would not care to comprehend how degrading his words were for her. Her romantic dreams of a husband-friend, an educated man, who would read with her wise books and help her to find herself in her confused desires, these dreams were stifled by her father’s inflexible resolution to marry her to Smolin. They had been killed and had become decomposed, settling down as a bitter sediment in her soul. She had been accustomed to looking upon herself as better and higher than the average girl of the merchant class, than the empty and stupid girl who thinks of nothing but dresses, and who marries almost always according to the calculation of her parents, and but seldom in accordance with the free will of her heart. And now she herself is about to marry merely because it was time, and also because her father needed a son-in-law to succeed him in his business. And her father evidently thought that she, by herself, was hardly capable of attracting the attention of a man, and therefore adorned her with silver. Agitated, she worked nervously, pricked her fingers, broke needles, but maintained silence, being aware that whatever she should say would not reach her father’s heart.


    And the old man kept on pacing the room to and fro, now humming psalms softly, now impressively instructing his daughter how to behave with the bridegroom. And then he also counted something on his fingers, frowned and smiled.


    “Mm! So! Try me, Oh Lord, and judge me. From the unjust and the false man, deliver me. Yes! Put on your mother’s emeralds, Lubov.”


    “Enough, papa!” exclaimed the girl, sadly. “Pray, leave that alone.”


    “Don’t you kick! Listen to what I’m telling you.”


    And he was again absorbed in his calculations, snapping his green eyes and playing with his fingers in front of his face.


    “That makes thirty-five percent. Mm! The fellow’s a rogue. Send down thy light and thy truth.”


    “Papa!” exclaimed Lubov, mournfully and with fright.


    “What?”


    “You — are you pleased with him?”


    “With whom?


    “Smolin.”


    “Smolin? Yes, he’s a rogue, he’s a clever fellow, a splendid merchant! Well, I’m off now. So be on your guard, arm yourself.”


    When Lubov remained alone she flung her work aside and leaned against the back of her chair, closing her eyes tightly. Her hands firmly clasped together lay on her knees, and their fingers twitched. Filled with the bitterness of offended vanity, she felt an alarming fear of the future, and prayed in silence:


    “My God! Oh Lord! If he were only a kind man! Make him kind, sincere. Oh Lord! A strange man comes, examines you, and takes you unto himself for years, if you please him! How disgraceful that is, how terrible. Oh Lord, my God! If I could only run away! If I only had someone to advise me what to do! Who is he? How can I learn to know him? I cannot do anything! And I have thought, ah, how much I have thought! I have read. To what purpose have I read? Why should I know that it is possible to live otherwise, so as I cannot live? And it may be that were it not for the books my life would be easier, simpler. How painful all this is! What a wretched, unfortunate being I am! Alone. If Taras at least were here.”


    At the recollection of her brother she felt still more grieved, still more sorry for herself. She had written to Taras a long, exultant letter, in which she had spoken of her love for him, of her hope in him; imploring her brother to come as soon as possible to see his father, she had pictured to him plans of arranging to live together, assuring Taras that their father was extremely clever and understood everything; she told about his loneliness, had gone into ecstasy over his aptitude for life and had, at the same time, complained of his attitude toward her.


    For two weeks she impatiently expected a reply, and when she had received and read it she burst out sobbing for joy and disenchantment. The answer was dry and short; in it Taras said that within a month he would be on the Volga on business and would not fail to call on his father, if the old man really had no objection to it. The letter was cold, like a block of ice; with tears in her eyes she perused it over and over again, rumpled it, creased it, but it did not turn warmer on this account, it only became wet. From the sheet of stiff note paper which was covered with writing in a large, firm hand, a wrinkled and suspiciously frowning face, thin and angular like that of her father, seemed to look at her.


    On Yakov Tarasovich the letter of his son made a different impression. On learning the contents of Taras’s reply the old man started and hastily turned to his daughter with animation and with a peculiar smile:


    “Well, let me see it! Show it to me! He-he! Let’s read how wise men write. Where are my spectacles? Mm! ‘Dear sister!’ Yes.”


    The old man became silent; he read to himself the message of his son, put it on the table, and, raising his eyebrows, silently paced the room to and fro, with an expression of amazement on his countenance. Then he read the letter once more, thoughtfully tapped the table with his fingers and spoke:


    “That letter isn’t bad — it is sound, without any unnecessary words. Well? Perhaps the man has really grown hardened in the cold. The cold is severe there. Let him come, we’ll take a look at him. It’s interesting. Yes. In the psalm of David concerning the mysteries of his son it is said: ‘When Thou hast returned my enemy’ — I’ve forgotten how it reads further. ‘My enemy’s weapons have weakened in the end, and his memory hath perished amid noise. Well, we’ll talk it over with him without noise.”


    The old man tried to speak calmly and with a contemptuous smile, but the smile did not come; his wrinkles quivered irritably, and his small eyes had a particularly clear brilliancy.


    “Write to him again, Lubovka. ‘Come along!’ write him, ‘don’t be afraid to come!’”


    Lubov wrote Taras another letter, but this time it was shorter and more reserved, and now she awaited a reply from day to day, attempting to picture to herself what sort of man he must be, this mysterious brother of hers. Before she used to think of him with sinking heart, with that solemn respect with which believers think of martyrs, men of upright life; now she feared him, for he had acquired the right to be judge over men and life at the price of painful sufferings, at the cost of his youth, which was ruined in exile. On coming, he would ask her:


    “You are marrying of your own free will, for love, are you not?”


    What should she tell him? Would he forgive her faint-heartedness? And why does she marry? Can it really be possible that this is all she can do in order to change her life?


    Gloomy thoughts sprang up one after another in the head of the girl and confused and tortured her, impotent as she was to set up against them some definite, all-conquering desire. Though she was in an anxious and compressing her lips. Smolin rose from his chair, made a step toward her and bowed respectfully. She was rather pleased with this low and polite bow, also with the costly frock coat, which fitted Smolin’s supple figure splendidly. He had changed but slightly — he was the same red-headed, closely-cropped, freckled youth; only his moustache had become long, and his eyes seemed to have grown larger.


    “Now he’s changed, eh?” exclaimed Mayakin to his daughter, pointing at the bridegroom. And Smolin shook hands with her, and smiling, said in a ringing baritone voice:


    “I venture to hope that you have not forgotten your old friend?”


    “It’s all right! You can talk of this later,” said the old man, scanning his daughter with his eyes.


    “Lubova, you can make your arrangements here, while we finish our little conversation. Well then, African Mitrich, explain yourself.”


    “You will pardon me, Lubov Yakovlevna, won’t you?” asked Smolin, gently.


    “Pray do not stand upon ceremony,” said Lubov. “He’s polite and clever,” she remarked to herself; and, as she walked about in the room from the table to the sideboard, she began to listen attentively to Smolin’s words. He spoke softly, confidently, with a simplicity, in which was felt condescendence toward the interlocutor. “Well then, for four years I have carefully studied the condition of Russian leather in foreign markets. It’s a sad and horrid condition! About thirty years ago our leather was considered there as the standard, while now the demand for it is constantly falling off, and, of course, the price goes hand in hand with it. And that is perfectly natural. Lacking the capital and knowledge all these small leather producers are not able to raise their product to the proper standard, and, at the same time, to reduce the price. Their goods are extremely bad and dear. And they are all to blame for having spoiled Russia’s reputation as manufacturer of the best leather. In general, the petty producer, lacking the technical knowledge and capital, is consequently placed in a position where he is unable to improve his products in proportion to the development of the technical side. Such a producer is a misfortune for the country, the parasite of her commerce.”


    “Hm!” bellowed the old man, looking at his guest with one eye, and watching his daughter with the other. “So that now your intention is to build such a great factory that all the others will go to the dogs?”


    “Oh, no!” exclaimed Smolin, warding off the old man’s words with an easy wave of the hand. “Why wrong others? What right have I to do so? My aim is to raise the importance and price of Russian leather abroad, and so equipped with the knowledge as to the manufacture, I am building a model factory, and fill the markets with model goods. The commercial honour of the country!”


    “Does it require much capital, did you say?” asked Mayakin, thoughtfully.


    “About three hundred thousand.”


    “Father won’t give me such a dowry,” thought Lubov.


    “My factory will also turn out leather goods, such as trunks, foot-wear, harnesses, straps and so forth.”


    “And of what per cent, are you dreaming?”


    “I am not dreaming, I am calculating with all the exactness possible under conditions in Russia,” said Smolin, impressively. “The manufacturer should be as strictly practical as the mechanic who is creating a machine. The friction of the tiniest screw must be taken into consideration, if you wish to do a serious thing seriously. I can let you read a little note which I have drawn up, based upon my personal study of cattle-breeding and of the consumption of meat in Russia.”


    “How’s that!” laughed Mayakin. “Bring me that note, it’s interesting! It seems you did not spend your time for nothing in Western Europe. And now, let’s eat something, after the Russian fashion.”


    “How are you passing the time, Lubov Yakovlevna?” asked Smolin, arming himself with knife and fork.


    “She is rather lonesome here with me,” replied Mayakin for his daughter. “My housekeeper, all the household is on her shoulders, so she has no time to amuse herself.”


    “And no place, I must add,” said Lubov. “I am not fond of the balls and entertainments given by the merchants.”


    “And the theatre?” asked Smolin.


    “I seldom go there. I have no one to go with.”


    “The theatre!” exclaimed the old man. “Tell me, pray, why has it become the fashion then to represent the merchant as a savage idiot? It is very amusing, but it is incomprehensible, because it is false! Am I a fool, if I am master in the City Council, master in commerce, and also owner of that same theatre? You look at the merchant on the stage and you see — he isn’t life-life! Of course, when they present something historical, such as: ‘Life for the Czar,’ with song and dance, or ‘Hamlet,’ ‘The Sorceress,’ or ‘Vasilisa,’ truthful reproduction is not required, because they’re matters of the past and don’t concern us. Whether true or not, it matters little so long as they’re good, but when you represent modern times, then don’t lie! And show the man as he really is.”


    Smolin listened to the old man’s words with a covetous smile on his lips, and cast at Lubov glances which seemed to invite her to refute her father. Somewhat embarrassed, she said:


    “And yet, papa, the majority of the merchant class is uneducated and savage.”


    “Yes,” remarked Smolin with regret, nodding his head affirmatively, “that is the sad truth.”


    “Take Foma, for instance,” went on the girl.


    “Oh!” exclaimed Mayakin. “Well, you are young folks, you can have books in your hands.”


    “And do you not take interest in any of the societies?” Smolin asked Lubov. “You have so many different societies here.”


    “Yes,” said Lubov with a sigh, “but I live rather apart from everything.”


    “Housekeeping!” interposed the father. “We have here such a store of different things, everything has to be kept clean, in order, and complete as to number.”


    With a self-satisfied air he nodded first at the table, which was set with brilliant crystal and silverware, and then at the sideboard, whose shelves were fairly breaking under the weight of the articles, and which reminded one of the display in a store window. Smolin noted all these and an ironical smile began to play upon his lips. Then he glanced at Lubov’s face: in his look she caught something friendly, sympathetic to her. A faint flush covered her cheeks, and she said to herself with timid joy:


    “Thank God!”


    The light of the heavy bronze lamp now seemed to flash more brilliantly on the sides of the crystal vases, and it became brighter in the room.


    “I like our dear old town!” said Smolin, looking at the girl with a kindly smile, “it is so beautiful, so vigorous; there is cheerfulness about it that inspires one to work. Its very picturesqueness is somewhat stimulating. In it one feels like leading a dashing life. One feels like working much and seriously. And then, it is an intelligent town. Just see what a practical newspaper is published here. By the way, we intend to purchase it.”


    “Whom do you mean by You?” asked Mayakin.


    “I, Urvantzov, Shchukin—”


    “That’s praiseworthy!” said the old man, rapping the table with his hand. “That’s very practical! It is time to stop their mouths, it was high time long ago! Particularly that Yozhov; he’s like a sharp-toothed saw. Just put the thumb-screw on him! And do it well!”


    Smolin again cast at Lubov a smiling glance, and her heart trembled with joy once more. With flushing face she said to her father, inwardly addressing herself to the bridegroom:


    “As far as I can understand, African Dmitreivich, he wishes to buy the newspaper not at all for the sake of stopping its mouth as you say.”


    “What then can be done with it?” asked the old man, shrugging his shoulders. “There’s nothing in it but empty talk and agitation. Of course, if the practical people, the merchants themselves, take to writing for it—”


    “The publication of a newspaper,” began Smolin, instructively, interrupting the old man, “looked at merely from the commercial point of view, may be a very profitable enterprise. But aside from this, a newspaper has another more important aim — that is, to protect the right of the individual and the interests of industry and commerce.”


    “That’s just what I say, if the merchant himself will manage the newspaper, then it will be useful.”


    “Excuse me, papa,” said Lubov.


    She began to feel the need of expressing herself before Smolin; she wanted to assure him that she understood the meaning of his words, that she was not an ordinary merchant-daughter, interested in dresses and balls only. Smolin pleased her. This was the first time she had seen a merchant who had lived abroad for a long time, who reasoned so impressively, who bore himself so properly, who was so well dressed, and who spoke to her father, the cleverest man in town, with the condescending tone of an adult towards a minor.


    “After the wedding I’ll persuade him to take me abroad,” thought Lubov, suddenly, and, confused at this thought she forgot what she was about to say to her father. Blushing deeply, she was silent for a few seconds, seized with fear lest Smolin might interpret this silence in a way unflattering to her.


    “On account of your conversation, you have forgotten to offer some wine to our guest,” she said at last, after a few seconds of painful silence.


    “That’s your business. You are hostess,” retorted the old man.


    “Oh, don’t disturb yourself!” exclaimed Smolin, with animation. “I hardly drink at all.”


    “Really?” asked Mayakin.


    “I assure you! Sometimes I drink a wine glass or two in case of fatigue or illness. But to drink wine for pleasure’s sake is incomprehensible to me. There are other pleasures more worthy of a man of culture.”


    “You mean ladies, I suppose?” asked the old man with a wink.


    Smolin’s cheeks and neck became red with the colour which leaped to his face. With apologetic eyes he glanced at Lubov, and said to her father drily:


    “I mean the theatre, books, music.”


    Lubov became radiant with joy at his words.


    The old man looked askance at the worthy young man, smiled keenly and suddenly blurted out:


    “Eh, life is going onward! Formerly the dog used to relish a crust, now the pug dog finds the cream too thin; pardon me for my sour remark, but it is very much to the point. It does not exactly refer to yourself, but in general.”


    Lubov turned pale and looked at Smolin with fright. He was calm, scrutinising an ancient salt box, decorated with enamel; he twisted his moustache and looked as though he had not heard the old man’s words. But his eyes grew darker, and his lips were compressed very tightly, and his clean-shaven chin obstinately projected forward.


    “And so, my future leading manufacturer,” said Mayakin, as though nothing had happened, “three hundred thousand roubles, and your business will flash up like a fire?”


    “And within a year and a half I shall send out the first lot of goods, which will be eagerly sought for,” said Smolin, simply, with unshakable confidence, and he eyed the old man with a cold and firm look.


    “So be it; the firm of Smolin and Mayakin, and that’s all? So. Only it seems rather late for me to start a new business, doesn’t it? I presume the grave has long been prepared for me; what do you think of it?”


    Instead of an answer Smolin burst into a rich, but indifferent and cold laughter, and then said:


    “Oh, don’t say that.”


    The old man shuddered at his laughter, and started back with fright, with a scarcely perceptible movement of his body. After Smolin’s words all three maintained silence for about a minute.


    “Yes,” said Mayakin, without lifting his head, which was bent low. “It is necessary to think of that. I must think of it.” Then, raising his head, he closely scrutinised his daughter and the bridegroom, and, rising from his chair, he said sternly and brusquely: “I am going away for awhile to my little cabinet. You surely won’t feel lonesome without me.”


    And he went out with bent back and drooping head, heavily scraping with his feet.


    The young people, thus left alone, exchanged a few empty phrases, and, evidently conscious that these only helped to remove them further from each other, they maintained a painful, awkward and expectant silence. Taking an orange, Lubov began to peel it with exaggerated attention, while Smolin, lowering his eyes, examined his moustaches, which he carefully stroked with his left hand, toyed with a knife and suddenly asked the girl in a lowered voice:


    “Pardon me for my indiscretion. It is evidently really difficult for you, Lubov Yakovlevna, to live with your father. He’s a man with old-fashioned views and, pardon me, he’s rather hard-hearted!”


    Lubov shuddered, and, casting at the red-headed man a grateful look, said:


    “It isn’t easy, but I have grown accustomed to it. He also has his good qualities.”


    “Oh, undoubtedly! But to you who are so young, beautiful and educated, to you with your views... You see, I have heard something about you.”


    He smiled so kindly and sympathetically, and his voice was so soft, a breath of soul-cheering warmth filled the room. And in the heart of the girl there blazed up more and more brightly the timid hope of finding happiness, of being freed from the close captivity of solitude.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XII


    
      
    


    A DENSE, grayish fog lay over the river, and a steamer, now and then uttering a dull whistle, was slowly forging up against the current. Damp and cold clouds, of a monotone pallor, enveloped the steamer from all sides and drowned all sounds, dissolving them in their troubled dampness. The brazen roaring of the signals came out in a muffled, melancholy drone, and was oddly brief as it burst forth from the whistle. The sound seemed to find no place for itself in the air, which was soaked with heavy dampness, and fell downward, wet and choked. And the splashing of the steamer’s wheels sounded so fantastically dull that it seemed as though it were not begotten near by, at the sides of the vessel, but somewhere in the depth, on the dark bottom of the river. From the steamer one could see neither the water, nor the shore, nor the sky; a leaden-gray gloominess enwrapped it on all sides; devoid of shadings, painfully monotonous, the gloominess was motionless, it oppressed the steamer with immeasurable weight, slackened its movements and seemed as though preparing itself to swallow it even as it was swallowing the sounds. In spite of the dull blows of the paddles upon the water and the measured shaking of the body of the vessel, it seemed that the steamer was painfully struggling on one spot, suffocating in agony, hissing like a fairy tale monster breathing his last, howling in the pangs of death, howling with pain, and in the fear of death.


    Lifeless were the steamer lights. About the lantern on the mast a yellow motionless spot had formed; devoid of lustre, it hung in the fog over the steamer, illuminating nothing save the gray mist. The red starboard light looked like a huge eye crushed out by some one’s cruel fist, blinded, overflowing with blood. Pale rays of light fell from the steamer’s windows into the fog, and only tinted its cold, cheerless dominion over the vessel, which was pressed on all sides by the motionless mass of stifling dampness.


    The smoke from the funnel fell downwards, and, together with fragments of the fog, penetrated into all the cracks of the deck, where the third-class passengers were silently muffling themselves in their rags, and forming groups, like sheep. From near the machinery were wafted deep, strained groans, the jingling of bells, the dull sounds of orders and the abrupt words of the machinist:


    “Yes — slow! Yes — half speed!”


    On the stern, in a corner, blocked up by barrels of salted fish, a group of people was assembled, illuminated by a small electric lamp. Those were sedate, neatly and warmly clad peasants. One of them lay on a bench, face down; another sat at his feet, still another stood, leaning his back against a barrel, while two others seated themselves flat on the deck. Their faces, pensive and attentive, were turned toward a round-shouldered man in a short cassock, turned yellow, and a torn fur cap. That man sat on some boxes with his back bent, and staring at his feet, spoke in a low, confident voice:


    “There will come an end to the long forbearance of the Lord, and then His wrath will burst forth upon men. We are like worms before Him, and how are we then to ward off His wrath, with what wailing shall we appeal to His mercy?”


    Oppressed by his gloominess, Foma had come down on the deck from his cabin, and, for some time, had been standing in the shadow of some wares covered with tarpaulin, and listened to the admonitive and gentle voice of the preacher. Pacing the deck he had chanced upon this group, and attracted by the figure of the pilgrim, had paused near it. There was something familiar to him in that large, strong body, in that stern, dark face, in those large, calm eyes. The curly, grayish hair, falling from under the skull-cap, the unkempt bushy beard, which fell apart in thick locks, the long, hooked nose, the sharp-pointed ears, the thick lips — Foma had seen all these before, but could not recall when and where.


    “Yes, we are very much in arrears before the Lord!” remarked one of the peasants, heaving a deep sigh.


    “We must pray,” whispered the peasant who lay on the bench, in a scarcely audible voice.


    “Can you scrape your sinful wretchedness off your soul with words of prayer?” exclaimed someone loudly, almost with despair in his voice.


    No one of those that formed the group around the pilgrim turned at this voice, only their heads sank lower on their breasts, and for a long time these people sat motionless and speechless:


    The pilgrim measured his audience with a serious and meditative glance of his blue eyes, and said softly:


    “Ephraim the Syrian said: ‘Make thy soul the central point of thy thoughts and strengthen thyself with thy desire to be free from sin.’”


    And again he lowered his head, slowly fingering the beads of the rosary.


    “That means we must think,” said one of the peasants; “but when has a man time to think during his life on earth?”


    “Confusion is all around us.”


    “We must flee to the desert,” said the peasant who lay on the bench.


    “Not everybody can afford it.”


    The peasants spoke, and became silent again. A shrill whistle resounded, a little bell began to jingle at the machine. Someone’s loud exclamation rang out:


    “Eh, there! To the water-measuring poles.”


    “Oh Lord! Oh Queen of Heaven!” — a deep sigh was heard.


    And a dull, half-choked voice shouted:


    “Nine! nine!”


    Fragments of the fog burst forth upon the deck and floated over it like cold, gray smoke.


    “Here, kind people, give ear unto the words of King David,” said the pilgrim, and shaking his head, began to read distinctly: “‘Lead me, Oh Lord, in thy righteousness because of mine enemies; make thy way straight before my face. For there is no faithfulness in their mouths; their inward part is very wickedness; their throat is an open sepulchre; they flatter with their tongue. Destroy thou them, Oh God; let them fall by their own counsels.’”


    “Eight! seven!” Like moans these exclamations resounded in the distance.


    The steamer began to hiss angrily, and slackened its speed. The noise of the hissing of the steam deafened the pilgrim’s words, and Foma saw only the movement of his lips.


    “Get off!” a loud, angry shout was heard. “It’s my place!”


    “Yours?”


    “Here you have yours!”


    “I’ll rap you on the jaw; then you’ll find your place. What a lord!”


    “Get away!”


    An uproar ensued. The peasants who were listening to the pilgrim turned their heads toward the direction where the row was going on, and the pilgrim heaved a sigh and became silent. Near the machine a loud and lively dispute blazed up as though dry branches, thrown upon a dying bonfire, had caught the flame.


    “I’ll give it to you, devils! Get away, both of you.”


    “Take them away to the captain.”


    “Ha! ha! ha! That’s a fine settlement for you!”


    “That was a good rap he gave him on the neck!”


    “The sailors are a clever lot.”


    “Eight! nine!” shouted the man with the measuring pole.


    “Yes, increase speed!” came the loud exclamation of the engineer.


    Swaying because of the motion of the steamer, Foma stood leaning against the tarpaulin, and attentively listened to each and every sound about him. And everything was blended into one picture, which was familiar to him. Through fog and uncertainty, surrounded on all sides by gloom impenetrable to the eye, life of man is moving somewhere slowly and heavily. And men are grieved over their sins, they sigh heavily, and then fight for a warm place, and asking each other for the sake of possessing the place, they also receive blows from those who strive for order in life. They timidly search for a free road toward the goal.


    “Nine! eight!”


    The wailing cry is softly wafted over the vessel. “And the holy prayer of the pilgrim is deafened by the tumult of life. And there is no relief from sorrow, there is no joy for him who reflects on his fate.”


    Foma felt like speaking to this pilgrim, in whose softly uttered words there rang sincere fear of God, and all manner of fear for men before His countenance. The kind, admonitive voice of the pilgrim possessed a peculiar power, which compelled Foma to listen to its deep tones.


    “I’d like to ask him where he lives,” thought Foma, fixedly scrutinizing the huge stooping figure. “And where have I seen him before? Or does he resemble some acquaintance of mine?”


    Suddenly it somehow struck Foma with particular vividness that the humble preacher before him was no other than the son of old Anany Shchurov. Stunned by this conjecture, he walked up to the pilgrim and seating himself by his side, inquired freely:


    “Are you from Irgiz, father?”


    The pilgrim raised his head, turned his face toward Foma slowly and heavily, scrutinized him and said in a calm and gentle voice:


    “I was on the Irgiz, too.”


    “Are you a native of that place?”


    “Are you now coming from there?”


    “No, I am coming from Saint Stephen.”


    The conversation broke off. Foma lacked the courage to ask the pilgrim whether he was not Shchurov.


    “We’ll be late on account of the fog,” said some one.


    “How can we help being late!”


    All were silent, looking at Foma. Young, handsome, neatly and richly dressed, he aroused the curiosity of the bystanders by his sudden appearance among them; he was conscious of this curiosity, he understood that they were all waiting for his words, that they wanted to understand why he had come to them, and all this confused and angered him.


    “It seems to me that I’ve met you before somewhere, father,” said he at length.


    The pilgrim replied, without looking at him:


    “Perhaps.”


    “I would like to speak to you,” announced Foma, timidly, in a low voice.


    “Well, then, speak.”


    “Come with me.”


    “Whither?”


    “To my cabin.”


    The pilgrim looked into Foma’s face, and, after a moment’s silence, assented:


    “Come.”


    On leaving, Foma felt the looks of the peasants on his back, and now he was pleased to know that they were interested in him.


    In the cabin he asked gently:


    “Would you perhaps eat something? Tell me. I will order it.”


    “God forbid. What do you wish?”


    This man, dirty and ragged, in a cassock turned red with age, and covered with patches, surveyed the cabin with a squeamish look, and when he seated himself on the plush-covered lounge, he turned the skirt of the cassock as though afraid to soil it by the plush.


    “What is your name, father?” asked Foma, noticing the expression of squeamishness on the pilgrim’s face.


    “Miron.”


    “Not Mikhail?”


    “Why Mikhail?” asked the pilgrim.


    “There was in our town the son of a certain merchant Shchurov, he also went off to the Irgiz. And his name was Mikhail.”


    Foma spoke and fixedly looked at Father Miron; but the latter was as calm as a deaf-mute —


    “I never met such a man. I don’t remember, I never met him,” said he, thoughtfully. “So you wished to inquire about him?”


    “Yes.”


    “No, I never met Mikhail Shchurov. Well, pardon me for Christ’s sake!” and rising from the lounge, the pilgrim bowed to Foma and went toward the door.


    “But wait awhile, sit down, let’s talk a little!” exclaimed Foma, rushing at him uneasily. The pilgrim looked at him searchingly and sank down on the lounge. From the distance came a dull sound, like a deep groan, and immediately after it the signal whistle of the steamer drawled out as in a frightened manner over Foma’s and his guest’s heads. From the distance came a more distant reply, and the whistle overhead again gave out abrupt, timorous sounds. Foma opened the window. Through the fog, not far from their steamer, something was moving along with deep noise; specks of fantastic lights floated by, the fog was agitated and again sank into dead immobility.


    “How terrible!” exclaimed Foma, shutting the window.


    “What is there to be afraid of?” asked the pilgrim. “You see! It is neither day nor night, neither darkness nor light! We can see nothing, we are sailing we know not whither, we are straying on the river.”


    “Have inward fire within you, have light within your soul, and you shall see everything,” said the pilgrim, sternly and instructively.


    Foma was displeased with these cold words and looked at the pilgrim askance. The latter sat with drooping head, motionless, as though petrified in thought and prayer. The beads of his rosary were softly rustling in his hands.


    The pilgrim’s attitude gave birth to easy courage in Foma’s breast, and he said:


    “Tell me, Father Miron, is it good to live, having full freedom, without work, without relatives, a wanderer, like yourself?”


    Father Miron raised his head and softly burst into the caressing laughter of a child. All his face, tanned from wind and sunburn, brightened up with inward joy, was radiant with tranquil joy; he touched Foma’s knee with his hand and said in a sincere tone:


    “Cast aside from you all that is worldly, for there is no sweetness in it. I am telling you the right word — turn away from evil. Do you remember it is said:


    ‘Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel of the ungodly, nor standeth in the way of sinners.’ Turn away, refresh your soul with solitude and fill yourself with the thought of God. For only by the thought of Him can man save his soul from profanation.”


    “That isn’t the thing!” said Foma. “I have no need of working out my salvation. Have I sinned so much? Look at others. What I would like is to comprehend things.”


    “And you will comprehend if you turn away from the world. Go forth upon the free road, on the fields, on the steppes, on the plains, on the mountains. Go forth and look at the world from afar, from your freedom.”


    “That’s right!” cried Foma. “That’s just what I think. One can see better from the side!”


    And Miron, paying no attention to his words, spoke softly, as though of some great mystery, known only to him, the pilgrim:


    “The thick slumbering forests around you will start to rustle in sweet voices about the wisdom of the Lord; God’s little birds will sing before you of His holy glory, and the grasses of the steppe will burn incense to the Holy Virgin.”


    The pilgrim’s voice now rose and quivered from excess of emotion, now sank to a mysterious whisper. He seemed as though grown younger; his eyes beamed so confidently and clearly, and all his face was radiant with the happy smile of a man who has found expression for his joy and was delighted while he poured it forth.


    “The heart of God throbs in each and every blade of grass; each and every insect of the air and of the earth, breathes His holy spirit. God, the Lord, Jesus Christ, lives everywhere! What beauty there is on earth, in the fields and in the forests! Have you ever been on the Kerzhenz? An incomparable silence reigns there supreme, the trees, the grass there are like those of paradise.”


    Foma listened, and his imagination, captivated by the quiet, charming narrative, pictured to him those wide fields and dense forests, full of beauty and soul-pacifying silence.


    “You look at the sky, as you rest somewhere under a little bush, and the sky seems to descend upon you as though longing to embrace you. Your soul is warm, filled with tranquil joy, you desire nothing, you envy nothing. And it actually seems to you that there is no one on earth save you and God.”


    The pilgrim spoke, and his voice and sing-song speech reminded Foma of the wonderful fairy-tales of Aunt Anfisa. He felt as though, after a long journey on a hot day, he drank the clear, cold water of a forest brook, water that had the fragrance of the grasses and the flowers it has bathed. Even wider and wider grew the pictures as they unfolded upon him; here is a path through the thick, slumbering forest; the fine sunbeams penetrate through the branches of the trees, and quiver in the air and under the feet of the wanderer. There is a savoury odour of fungi and decaying foliage; the honeyed fragrance of the flowers, the intense odour of the pine-tree invisibly rise in the air and penetrate the breast in a warm, rich stream. All is silence: only the birds are singing, and the silence is so wonderful that it seems as though even the birds were singing in your breast. You go, without haste, and your life goes on like a dream. While here everything is enveloped in a gray, dead fog, and we are foolishly struggling about in it, yearning for freedom and light. There below they have started to sing something in scarcely audible voices; it was half song, half prayer. Again someone is shouting, scolding. And still they seek the way:


    “Seven and a half. Seven!”


    “And you have no care,” spoke the pilgrim, and his voice murmured like a brook. “Anybody will give you a crust of bread; and what else do you need in your freedom? In the world, cares fall upon the soul like fetters.”


    “You speak well,” said Foma with a sigh.


    “My dear brother!” exclaimed the pilgrim, softly, moving still closer toward him. “Since the soul has awakened, since it yearns toward freedom, do not lull it to sleep by force; hearken to its voice. The world with its charms has no beauty and holiness whatever, wherefore, then, obey its laws? In John Chrysostom it is said: ‘The real shechinah is man!’ Shechinah is a Hebrew word and it means the holy of holies. Consequently—”


    A prolonged shrill sound of the whistle drowned his voice. He listened, rose quickly from the lounge and said:


    “We are nearing the harbour. That’s what the whistle meant. I must be off! Well, goodbye, brother! May God give you strength and firmness to act according to the will of your soul! Goodbye, my dear boy!”


    He made a low bow to Foma. There was something feminine, caressing and soft in his farewell words and bow. Foma also bowed low to him, bowed and remained as though petrified, standing with drooping head, his hand leaning against the table.


    “Come to see me when you are in town,” he asked the pilgrim, who was hastily turning the handle of the cabin door.


    “I will! I will come! Goodbye! Christ save you!”


    When the steamer’s side touched the wharf Foma came out on the deck and began to look downward into the fog. From the steamer people were walking down the gang-planks, but Foma could not discern the pilgrim among those dark figures enveloped in the dense gloom. All those that left the steamer looked equally indistinct, and they all quickly disappeared from sight, as though they had melted in the gray dampness. One could see neither the shore nor anything else solid; the landing bridge rocked from the commotion caused by the steamer; above it the yellow spot of the lantern was swaying; the noise of the footsteps and the bustle of the people were dull.


    The steamer put off and slowly moved along into the clouds. The pilgrim, the harbour, the turmoil of people’s voices — all suddenly disappeared like a dream, and again there remained only the dense gloom and the steamer heavily turning about in it. Foma stared before him into the dead sea of fog and thought of the blue, cloudless and caressingly warm sky — where was it?


    On the next day, about noon, he sat In Yozhov’s small room and listened to the local news from the mouth of his friend. Yozhov had climbed on the table, which was piled with newspapers, and, swinging his feet, narrated:


    “The election campaign has begun. The merchants are putting your godfather up as mayor — that old devil! Like the devil, he is immortal, although he must be upwards of a hundred and fifty years old already. He marries his daughter to Smolin. You remember that red-headed fellow. They say that he is a decent man, but nowadays they even call clever scoundrels decent men, because there are no men. Now Africashka plays the enlightened man; he has already managed to get into intelligent society, donated something to some enterprise or another and thus at once came to the front. Judging from his face, he is a sharper of the highest degree, but he will play a prominent part, for he knows how to adapt himself. Yes, friend, Africashka is a liberal. And a liberal merchant is a mixture of a wolf and a pig with a toad and a snake.”


    “The devil take them all!” said Foma, waving his hand indifferently. “What have I to do with them? How about yourself — do you still keep on drinking?”


    “I do! Why shouldn’t I drink?”


    Half-clad and dishevelled, Yozhov looked like a plucked bird, which had just had a fight and had not yet recovered from the excitement of the conflict.


    “I drink because, from time to time, I must quench the fire of my wounded heart. And you, you damp stump, you are smouldering little by little?”


    “I have to go to the old man,” said Foma, wrinkling his face.


    “Chance it!”


    “I don’t feel like going. He’ll start to lecture me.”


    “Then don’t go!”


    “But I must.”


    “Then go!”


    “Why do you always play the buffoon?” said Foma, with displeasure, “as though you were indeed merry.”


    “By God, I feel merry!” exclaimed Yozhov, jumping down from the table. “What a fine roasting I gave a certain gentleman in the paper yesterday! And then — I’ve heard a clever anecdote: A company was sitting on the sea-shore philosophizing at length upon life. And a Jew said to them: ‘Gentlemen, why do you employ so many different words? I’ll tell it to you all at once: Our life is not worth a single copeck, even as this stormy sea! ‘“


    “Eh, the devil take you!” said Foma. “Good-bye. I am going.”


    “Go ahead! I am in a fine frame of mind to-day and I will not moan with you. All the more so considering you don’t moan, but grunt.”


    Foma went away, leaving Yozhov singing at the top of his voice:


    “Beat the drum and fear not.”


    “Drum? You are a drum yourself;” thought Foma, with irritation, as he slowly came out on the street.


    At the Mayakins he was met by Luba. Agitated and animated, she suddenly appeared before him, speaking quickly:


    “You? My God! How pale you are! How thin you’ve grown! It seems you have been leading a fine life.”


    Then her face became distorted with alarm and she exclaimed almost in a whisper:


    “Ah, Foma. You don’t know. Do you hear? Someone is ringing the bell. Perhaps it is he.”


    And she rushed out of the room, leaving behind her in the air the rustle of her silk gown, and the astonished Foma, who had not even had a chance to ask her where her father was. Yakov Tarasovich was at home. Attired in his holiday clothes, in a long frock coat with medals on his breast, he stood on the threshold with his hands outstretched, clutching at the door posts. His green little eyes examined Foma, and, feeling their look upon him, Foma raised his head and met them.


    “How do you do, my fine gentleman?” said the old man, shaking his head reproachfully. “Where has it pleased you to come from, may I ask? Who has sucked off that fat of yours? Or is it true that a pig looks for a puddle, and Foma for a place which is worse?”


    “Have you no other words for me?” asked Foma, sternly, looking straight into the old man’s face. And suddenly he noticed that his godfather shuddered, his legs trembled, his eyes began to blink repeatedly, and his hands clutched the door posts with an effort. Foma advanced toward him, presuming that the old man was feeling ill, but Yakov Tarasovich said in a dull and angry voice:


    “Stand aside. Get out of the way.”


    And his face assumed its usual expression.


    Foma stepped back and found himself side by side with a rather short, stout man, who bowed to Mayakin, and said in a hoarse voice:


    “How do you do, papa?”


    “How are you, Taras Yakovlich, how are you?” said the old man, bowing, smiling distractedly, and still clinging to the door posts.


    Foma stepped aside in confusion, seated himself in an armchair, and, petrified with curiosity, wide-eyed, began to watch the meeting of father and son.


    The father, standing in the doorway, swayed his feeble body, leaning his hands against the door posts, and, with his head bent on one side and eyes half shut, stared at his son in silence. The son stood about three steps away from him; his head already gray, was lifted high; he knitted his brow and gazed at his father with large dark eyes. His small, black, pointed beard and his small moustache quivered on his meagre face, with its gristly nose, like that of his father. And the hat, also, quivered in his hand. From behind his shoulder Foma saw the pale, frightened and joyous face of Luba — she looked at her father with beseeching eyes and it seemed she was on the point of crying out. For a few moments all were silent and motionless, crushed as they were by the immensity of their emotions. The silence was broken by the low, but dull and quivering voice of Yakov Tarasovich:


    “You have grown old, Taras.”


    The son laughed in his father’s face silently, and, with a swift glance, surveyed him from head to foot.


    The father tearing his hands from the door posts, made a step toward his son and suddenly stopped short with a frown. Then Taras Mayakin, with one huge step, came up to his father and gave him his hand.


    “Well, let us kiss each other,” suggested the father, softly.


    The two old men convulsively clasped each other in their arms, exchanged warm kisses and then stepped apart. The wrinkles of the older man quivered, the lean face of the younger was immobile, almost stern. The kisses had changed nothing in the external side of this scene, only Lubov burst into a sob of joy, and Foma awkwardly moved about in his seat, feeling as though his breath were failing him.


    “Eh, children, you are wounds to the heart — you are not its joy,” complained Yakov Tarasovich in a ringing voice, and he evidently invested a great deal in these words, for immediately after he had pronounced them he became radiant, more courageous, and he said briskly, addressing himself to his daughter:


    “Well, have you melted with joy? You had better go and prepare something for us — tea and so forth. We’ll entertain the prodigal son. You must have forgotten, my little old man, what sort of a man your father is?”


    Taras Mayakin scrutinized his parent with a meditative look of his large eyes and he smiled, speechless, clad in black, wherefore the gray hair on his head and in his beard told more strikingly.


    “Well, be seated. Tell me — how have you lived, what have you done? What are you looking at? Ah! That’s my godson. Ignat Gordyeeff’s son, Foma. Do you remember Ignat?”


    “I remember everything,” said Taras.


    “Oh! That’s good, if you are not bragging. Well, are you married?”


    “I am a widower.”


    “Have you any children?”


    “They died. I had two.”


    “That’s a pity. I would have had grandchildren.”


    “May I smoke?” asked Taras.


    “Go ahead. Just look at him, you’re smoking cigars.”


    “Don’t you like them?”


    “I? Come on, it’s all the same to me. I say that it looks rather aristocratic to smoke cigars.”


    “And why should we consider ourselves lower than the aristocrats?” said Taras, laughing.


    “Do, I consider ourselves lower?” exclaimed the old man. “I merely said it because it looked ridiculous to me, such a sedate old fellow, with beard trimmed in foreign fashion, cigar in his mouth. Who is he? My son — he-he-he!” the old man tapped Taras on the shoulder and sprang away from him, as though frightened lest he were rejoicing too soon, lest that might not be the proper way to treat that half gray man. And he looked searchingly and suspiciously into his son’s large eyes, which were surrounded by yellowish swellings.


    Taras smiled in his father’s face an affable and warm smile, and said to him thoughtfully:


    “That’s the way I remember you — cheerful and lively. It looks as though you had not changed a bit during all these years.”


    The old man straightened himself proudly, and, striking his breast with his fist, said:


    “I shall never change, because life has no power over him who knows his own value. Isn’t that so?”


    “Oh! How proud you are!”


    “I must have taken after my son,” said the old man with a cunning grimace. “Do you know, dear, my son was silent for seventeen years out of pride.”


    “That’s because his father would not listen to him,” Taras reminded him.


    “It’s all right now. Never mind the past. Only God knows which of us is to blame. He, the upright one, He’ll tell it to you — wait! I shall keep silence. This is not the time for us to discuss that matter. You better tell me — what have you been doing all these years? How did you come to that soda factory? How have you made your way?”


    “That’s a long story,” said Taras with a sigh; and emitting from his mouth a great puff of smoke, he began slowly: “When I acquired the possibility to live at liberty, I entered the office of the superintendent of the gold mines of the Remezovs.”


    “I know; they’re very rich. Three brothers. I know them all. One is a cripple, the other a fool, and the third a miser. Go on!”


    “I served under him for two years. And then I married his daughter,” narrated Mayakin in a hoarse voice.


    “The superintendent’s? That wasn’t foolish at all.” Taras became thoughtful and was silent awhile. The old man looked at his sad face and understood his son.


    “And so you lived with your wife happily,” he said. “Well, what can you do? To the dead belongs paradise, and the living must live on. You are not so very old as yet. Have you been a widower long?”


    “This is the third year.”


    “So? And how did you chance upon the soda factory?”


    “That belongs to my father-in-law.”


    “Aha! What is your salary?”


    “About five thousand.”


    “Mm. That’s not a stale crust. Yes, that’s a galley slave for you!”


    Taras glanced at his father with a firm look and asked him drily:


    “By the way, what makes you think that I was a convict?”


    The old man glanced at his son with astonishment, which was quickly changed into joy:


    “Ah! What then? You were not? The devil take them! Then — how was it? Don’t take offence! How could I know? They said you were in Siberia! Well, and there are the galleys!”


    “To make an end of this once for all,” said Taras, seriously and impressively, clapping his hand on his knee, “I’ll tell you right now how it all happened. I was banished to Siberia to settle there for six years, and, during all the time of my exile, I lived in the mining region of the Lena. In Moscow I was imprisoned for about nine months. That’s all!”


    “So-o! But what does it mean?” muttered Yakov Tarasovich, with confusion and joy.


    “And here they circulated that absurd rumour.”


    “That’s right — it is absurd indeed!” said the old man, distressed.


    “And it did a pretty great deal of harm on a certain occasion.”


    “Really? Is that possible?”


    “Yes. I was about to go into business for myself, and my credit was ruined on account of—”


    “Pshaw!” said Yakov Tarasovich, as he spat angrily. “Oh, devil! Come, come, is that possible?”


    Foma sat all this time in his corner, listening to the conversation between the Mayakins, and, blinking perplexedly, he fixedly examined the newcomer. Recalling Lubov’s bearing toward her brother, and influenced, to a certain degree, by her stories about Taras, he expected to see in him something unusual, something unlike the ordinary people. He had thought that Taras would speak in some peculiar way, would dress in a manner peculiar to himself; and in general he would be unlike other people. While before him sat a sedate, stout man, faultlessly dressed, with stern eyes, very much like his father in face, and the only difference between them was that the son had a cigar in his mouth and a black beard. He spoke briefly in a business-like way of everyday things — where was, then, that peculiar something about him? Now he began to tell his father of the profits in the manufacture of soda. He had not been a galley slave — Lubov had lied! And Foma was very much pleased when he pictured to himself how he would speak to Lubov about her brother.


    Now and then she appeared in the doorway during the conversation between her father and her brother. Her face was radiant with happiness, and her eyes beamed with joy as she looked at the black figure of Taras, clad in such a peculiarly thick frock coat, with pockets on the sides and with big buttons. She walked on tiptoe, and somehow always stretched her neck toward her brother. Foma looked at her questioningly, but she did not notice him, constantly running back and forth past the door, with plates and bottles in her hands.


    It so happened that she glanced into the room just when her brother was telling her father about the galleys. She stopped as though petrified, holding a tray in her outstretched hands and listened to everything her brother said about the punishment inflicted upon him. She listened, and slowly walked away, without catching Foma’s astonished and sarcastic glance. Absorbed in his reflections on Taras, slightly offended by the lack of attention shown him, and by the fact that since the handshake at the introduction Taras had not given him a single glance, Foma ceased for awhile to follow the conversation of the Mayakins, and suddenly he felt that someone seized him by the shoulder. He trembled and sprang to his feet, almost felling his godfather, who stood before him with excited face:


    “There — look! That is a man! That’s what a Mayakin is! They have seven times boiled him in lye; they have squeezed oil out of him, and yet he lives! Understand? Without any aid — alone — he made his way and found his place and — he is proud! That means Mayakin! A Mayakin means a man who holds his fate in his own hands. Do you understand? Take a lesson from him! Look at him! You cannot find another like him in a hundred; you’d have to look for one in a thousand. What? Just bear this in mind: You cannot forge a Mayakin from man into either devil or angel.”


    Stupefied by this tempestuous shock, Foma became confused and did not know what to say in reply to the old man’s noisy song of praise. He saw that Taras, calmly smoking his cigar, was looking at his father, and that the corners of his lips were quivering with a smile. His face looked condescendingly contented, and all his figure somewhat aristocratic and haughty. He seemed to be amused by the old man’s joy.


    And Yakov Tarasovich tapped Foma on the chest with his finger and said:


    “I do not know him, my own son. He has not opened his soul to me. It may be that such a difference had grown up between us that not only an eagle, but the devil himself cannot cross it. Perhaps his blood has overboiled; that there is not even the scent of the father’s blood in it. But he is a Mayakin! And I can feel it at once! I feel it and say: ‘Today thou forgivest Thy servant, Oh Lord!’”


    The old man was trembling with the fever of his exultation, and fairly hopped as he stood before Foma.


    “Calm yourself, father!” said Taras, slowly rising from his chair and walking up to his father. “Why confuse the young man? Come, let us sit down.”


    He gave Foma a fleeting smile, and, taking his father by the arm, led him toward the table.


    “I believe in blood,” said Yakov Tarasovich; “in hereditary blood. Therein lies all power! My father, I remember, told me: ‘Yashka, you are my genuine blood!’ There. The blood of the Mayakins is thick — it is transferred from father to father and no woman can ever weaken it. Let us drink some champagne! Shall we? Very well, then! Tell me more — tell me about yourself. How is it there in Siberia?”


    And again, as though frightened and sobered by some thought, the old man fixed his searching eyes upon the face of his son. And a few minutes later the circumstantial but brief replies of his son again aroused in him a noisy joy. Foma kept on listening and watching, as he sat quietly in his corner.


    “Gold mining, of course, is a solid business,” said Taras, calmly, with importance, “but it is a rather risky operation and one requiring a large capital. The earth says not a word about what it contains within it. It is very profitable to deal with foreigners. Dealings with them, under any circumstances, yield an enormous percentage. That is a perfectly infallible enterprise. But a weary one, it must be admitted. It does not require much brains; there is no room in it for an extraordinary man; a man with great enterprising power cannot develop in it.”


    Lubov entered and invited them all into the dining-room. When the Mayakins stepped out Foma imperceptibly tugged Lubov by the sleeve, and she remained with him alone, inquiring hastily:


    “What is it?”


    “Nothing,” said Foma, with a smile. “I want to ask you whether you are glad?”


    “Of course I am!” exclaimed Lubov.


    “And what about?”


    “That is, what do you mean?”


    “Just so. What about?”


    “You’re queer!” said Lubov, looking at him with astonishment. “Can’t you see?”


    “What?” asked Foma, sarcastically.


    “What’s the trouble with you?” said Lubov, looking at him uneasily.


    “Eh, you!” drawled out Foma, with contemptuous pity. “Can your father, can the merchant class beget anything good? Can you expect a radish to bring forth raspberries? And you lied to me. Taras is this, Taras is that. What is in him? A merchant, like the other merchants, and his paunch is also that of the real merchant. He-he!” He was satisfied, seeing that the girl, confused by his words, was biting her lips, now flushing, now turning pale.


    “You — you, Foma,” she began, in a choking voice, and suddenly stamping her foot, she cried:


    “Don’t you dare to speak to me!”


    On reaching the threshold of the room, she turned her angry face to him, and ejaculated in a low voice, emphatically:


    “Oh, you malicious man!”


    Foma burst into laughter. He did not feel like going to the table, where three happy people were engaged in a lively conversation. He heard their merry voices, their contented laughter, the rattle of the dishes, and he understood that, with that burden on his heart, there was no place for him beside them. Nor was there a place for him anywhere. If all people only hated him, even as Lubov hated him now, he would feel more at ease in their midst, he thought. Then he would know how to behave with them, would find something to say to them. While now he could not understand whether they were pitying him or whether they were laughing at him, because he had lost his way and could not conform himself to anything. As he stood awhile alone in the middle of the room, he unconsciously resolved to leave this house where people were rejoicing and where he was superfluous. On reaching the street, he felt himself offended by the Mayakins. After all, they were the only people near to him in the world. Before him arose his godfather’s face, on which the wrinkles quivered with agitation, and illuminated by the merry glitter of his green eyes, seemed to beam with phosphoric light.


    “Even a rotten trunk of a tree stands out in the dark!” reflected Foma, savagely. Then he recalled the calm and serious face of Taras and beside it the figure of Lubov bowing herself hastily toward him. That aroused in him feelings of envy and sorrow.


    “Who will look at me like that? There is not a soul to do it.”


    He came to himself from his broodings on the shore, at the landing-places, aroused by the bustle of toil. All sorts of articles and wares were carried and carted in every direction; people moved about hastily, care-worn, spurring on their horses excitedly, shouting at one another, filling the street with unintelligible bustle and deafening noise of hurried work. They busied themselves on a narrow strip of ground, paved with stone, built up on one side with tall houses, and the other side cut off by a steep ravine at the river, and their seething bustle made upon Foma an impression as though they had all prepared themselves to flee from this toil amid filth and narrowness and tumult — prepared themselves to flee and were now hastening to complete the sooner the unfinished work which would not release them. Huge steamers, standing by the shore and emitting columns of smoke from their funnels, were already awaiting them. The troubled water of the river, closely obstructed with vessels, was softly and plaintively splashing against the shore, as though imploring for a minute of rest and repose.


    “Your Honour!” a hoarse cry rang out near Foma’s ears, “contribute some brandy in honour of the building!”


    Foma glanced at the petitioner indifferently; he was a huge, bearded fellow, barefooted, with a torn shirt and a bruised, swollen face.


    “Get away!” muttered Foma, and turned away from him.


    “Merchant! When you die you can’t take your money with you. Give me for one glass of brandy, or are you too lazy to put your hand into your pocket?”


    Foma again looked at the petitioner; the latter stood before him, covered more with mud than with clothes, and, trembling with intoxication, waited obstinately, staring at Foma with blood-shot, swollen eyes.


    “Is that the way to ask?” inquired Foma.


    “How else? Would you want me to go down on my knees before you for a ten-copeck piece?” asked the bare-footed man, boldly.


    “There!” and Foma gave him a coin.


    “Thanks! Fifteen copecks. Thanks! And if you give me fifteen more I’ll crawl on all fours right up to that tavern. Do you want me to?” proposed the barefooted man.


    “Go, leave me alone!” said Foma, waving him off with his hand.


    “He who gives not when he may, when he fain would, shall have nay,” said the barefooted man, and stepped aside.


    Foma looked at him as he departed, and said to himself:


    “There is a ruined man and yet how bold he is. He asks alms as though demanding a debt. Where do such people get so much boldness?”


    And heaving a deep sigh, he answered himself:


    “From freedom. The man is not fettered. What is there that he should regret? What does he fear? And what do I fear? What is there that I should regret?”


    These two questions seemed to strike Foma’s heart and called forth in him a dull perplexity. He looked at the movement of the working people and kept on thinking: What did he regret? What did he fear?


    “Alone, with my own strength, I shall evidently never come out anywhere. Like a fool I shall keep on tramping about among people, mocked and offended by all. If they would only jostle me aside; if they would only hate me, then — then — I would go out into the wide world! Whether I liked or not, I would have to go!”


    From one of the landing wharves the merry “dubinushka” [“Dubinushka,” or the “Oaken Cudgel,” is a song popular with the Russian workmen.] had already been smiting the air for a long time. The carriers were doing a certain work, which required brisk movements, and were adapting the song and the refrain to them.


     “In the tavern sit great merchants


     Drinking liquors strong,”


    narrated the leader, in a bold recitative. The company joined in unison:


     “Oh, dubinushka, heave-ho!”


    And then the bassos smote the air with deep sounds:


     “It goes, it goes.”


    And the tenors repeated:


     “It goes, it goes.”


    Foma listened to the song and directed his footsteps toward it, on the wharf. There he noticed that the carriers, formed in two rows, were rolling out of the steamer’s hold huge barrels of salted fish. Dirty, clad in red blouses, unfastened at the collar, with mittens on their hands, with arms bare to the elbow, they stood over the hold, and, merrily jesting, with faces animated by toil, they pulled the ropes, all together, keeping time to their song. And from the hold rang out the high, laughing voice of the invisible leader:


     “But for our peasant throats


     There is not enough vodka.”


    And the company, like one huge pair of lungs, heaved forth loudly and in unison:


     “Oh, dubinushka, heave-ho!”


    Foma felt pleased and envious as he looked at this work, which was as harmonious as music. The slovenly faces of the carriers beamed with smiles, the work was easy, it went on smoothly, and the leader of the chorus was in his best vein. Foma thought that it would be fine to work thus in unison, with good comrades, to the tune of a cheerful song, to get tired from work to drink a glass of vodka and eat fat cabbage soup, prepared by the stout, sprightly matron of the company.


    “Quicker, boys, quicker!” rang out beside him someone’s unpleasant, hoarse voice.


    Foma turned around. A stout man, with an enormous paunch, tapped on the boards of the landing bridge with his cane, as he looked at the carriers with his small eyes and said:


    “Bawl less and work faster.”


    His face and neck were covered with perspiration; he wiped it off every now and then with his left hand and breathed heavily, as though he were going uphill.


    Foma cast at the man a hostile look and thought:


    “Others are working and he is sweating. And I am still worse than he. I’m like a crow on the fence, good for nothing.”


    From each and every impression there immediately stood out in his mind the painful thought of his unfitness for life. Everything that attracted his attention contained something offensive to him, and this something fell like a brick upon his breast. At one side of him, by the freight scales, stood two sailors, and one of them, a square-built, red-faced fellow, was telling the other:


    “As they rushed on me it began for fair, my dear chap! There were four of them — I was alone! But I didn’t give in to them, because I saw that they would beat me to death! Even a ram will kick out if you fleece it alive. How I tore myself away from them! They all rolled away in different directions.”


    “But you came in for a sound drubbing all the same?” inquired the other sailor.


    “Of course! I caught it. I swallowed about five blows. But what’s the difference? They didn’t kill me. Well, thank God for it!”


    “Certainly.”


    “To the stern, devils, to the stern, I’m telling you!” roared the perspiring man in a ferocious voice at two carriers who were rolling a barrel of fish along the deck.


    “What are you yelling for?” Foma turned to him sternly, as he had started at the shout.


    “Is that any of your business?” asked the perspiring man, casting a glance at Foma.


    “It is my business! The people are working and your fat is melting away. So you think you must yell at them?” said Foma, threateningly, moving closer toward him.


    “You — you had better keep your temper.”


    The perspiring man suddenly rushed away from his place and went into his office. Foma looked after him and also went away from the wharf; filled with a desire to abuse some one, to do something, just to divert his thoughts from himself at least for a short while. But his thoughts took a firmer hold on him.


    “That sailor there, he tore himself away, and he’s safe and sound! Yes, while I—”


    In the evening he again went up to the Mayakins. The old man was not at home, and in the dining-room sat Lubov with her brother, drinking tea. On reaching the door Foma heard the hoarse voice of Taras:


    “What makes father bother himself about him?”


    At the sight of Foma he stopped short, staring at his face with a serious, searching look. An expression of agitation was clearly depicted on Lubov’s face, and she said with dissatisfaction and at the same time apologetically:


    “Ah! So it’s you?”


    “They’ve been speaking of me,” thought Foma, as he seated himself at the table. Taras turned his eyes away from him and sank deeper in the armchair. There was an awkward silence lasting for about a minute, and this pleased Foma.


    “Are you going to the banquet?”


    “What banquet?”


    “Don’t you know? Kononov is going to consecrate his new steamer. A mass will be held there and then they are going to take a trip up the Volga.”


    “I was not invited,” said Foma.


    “Nobody was invited. He simply announced on the Exchange: ‘Anybody who wishes to honour me is welcome!


    “I don’t care for it.”


    “Yes? But there will be a grand drinking bout,” said Lubov, looking at him askance.


    “I can drink at my own expense if I choose to do so.”


    “I know,” said Lubov, nodding her head expressively.


    Taras toyed with his teaspoon, turning it between his fingers and looking at them askance.


    “And where’s my godfather?” asked Foma.


    “He went to the bank. There’s a meeting of the board of directors today. Election of officers is to take place.


    “They’ll elect him again.”


    “Of course.”


    And again the conversation broke off. Foma began to watch the brother and the sister. Having dropped the spoon, Taras slowly drank his tea in big sips, and silently moving the glass over to his sister, smiled to her. She, too, smiled joyously and happily, seized the glass and began to rinse it assiduously. Then her face assumed a strained expression; she seemed to prepare herself for something and asked her brother in a low voice, almost reverently:


    “Shall we return to the beginning of our conversation?”


    “If you please,” assented Taras, shortly.


    “You said something, but I didn’t understand. What was it? I asked: ‘If all this is, as you say, Utopia, if it is impossible, dreams, then what is he to do who is not satisfied with life as it is?’”


    The girl leaned her whole body toward her brother, and her eyes, with strained expectation, stopped on the calm face of her brother. He glanced at her in a weary way, moved about in his seat, and, lowering his head, said calmly and impressively:


    “We must consider from what source springs that dissatisfaction with life. It seems to me that, first of all, it comes from the inability to work; from the lack of respect for work. And, secondly, from a wrong conception of one’s own powers. The misfortune of most of the people is that they consider themselves capable of doing more than they really can. And yet only little is required of man: he must select for himself an occupation to suit his powers and must master it as well as possible, as attentively as possible. You must love what you are doing, and then labour, be it ever so rough, rises to the height of creativeness. A chair, made with love, will always be a good, beautiful and solid chair. And so it is with everything. Read Smiles. Haven’t you read him? It is a very sensible book. It is a sound book. Read Lubbock. In general, remember that the English people constitute the nation most qualified for labour, which fact explains their astonishing success in the domain of industry and commerce. With them labour is almost a cult. The height of culture stands always directly dependent upon the love of labour. And the higher the culture the more satisfied are the requirements of man, the fewer the obstacles on the road toward the further development of man’s requirements. Happiness is possible — it is the complete satisfaction of requirements. There it is. And, as you see, man’s happiness is dependent upon his relation toward his work.”


    Taras Mayakin spoke slowly and laboriously, as though it were unpleasant and tedious for him to speak. And Lubov, with knitted brow, leaning toward him, listened to his words with eager attention in her eyes, ready to accept everything and imbibe it into her soul.


    “Well, and suppose everything is repulsive to a man?” asked Foma, suddenly, in a deep voice, casting a glance at Taras’s face.


    “But what, in particular, is repulsive to the man?” asked Mayakin, calmly, without looking at Foma.


    Foma bent his head, leaned his arms against the table and thus, like a bull, went on to explain himself:


    “Nothing pleases him — business, work, all people and deeds. Suppose I see that all is deceit, that business is not business, but merely a plug that we prop up with it the emptiness of our souls; that some work, while others only give orders and sweat, but get more for that. Why is it so? Eh?”


    “I cannot grasp your idea,” announced Taras, when Foma paused, feeling on himself Lubov’s contemptuous and angry look.


    “You do not understand?” asked Foma, looking at Taras with a smile. “Well, I’ll put it in this way:


    A man is sailing in a boat on the river. The boat may be good, but under it there is always a depth all the same. The boat is sound, but if the man feels beneath him this dark depth, no boat can save him.”


    Taras looked at Foma indifferently and calmly. He looked in silence, and softly tapped his fingers on the edge of the table. Lubov was uneasily moving about in her chair. The pendulum of the clock told the seconds with a dull, sighing sound. And Foma’s heart throbbed slowly and painfully, as though conscious that here no one would respond with a warm word to its painful perplexity.


    “Work is not exactly everything for a man,” said he, more to himself than to these people who had no faith in the sincerity of his words. “It is not true that in work lies justification. There are people who do not work at all during all their lives long, and yet they live better than those that do work. How is that? And the toilers — they are merely unfortunate — horses! Others ride on them, they suffer and that’s all. But they have their justification before God. They will be asked: ‘To what purpose did you live?’ Then they will say: ‘We had no time to think of that. We worked all our lives.’ And I — what justification have I? And all those people who give orders — how will they justify themselves? To what purpose have they lived? It is my idea that everybody necessarily ought to know, to know firmly what he is living for.”


    He became silent, and, tossing his head up, exclaimed in a heavy voice:


    “Can it be that man is born merely to work, acquire money, build a house, beget children and — die? No, life means something. A man is born, he lives and dies. What for? It is necessary, by God, it is necessary for all of us to consider what we are living for. There is no sense in our life. No sense whatever! Then things are not equal, that can be seen at once. Some are rich — they have money enough for a thousand people, and they live in idleness. Others bend their backs over their work all their lives, and yet they have not even a grosh. And the difference in people is very insignificant. There are some that have not even any trousers and yet they reason as though they were attired in silks.”


    Carried away by his thoughts, Foma would have continued to give them utterance, but Taras moved his armchair away from the table, rose and said softly, with a sigh:


    “No, thank you! I don’t want any more.”


    Foma broke off his speech abruptly, shrugged his shoulders and looked at Lubov with a smile.


    “Where have you picked up such philosophy?” she asked, suspiciously and drily.


    “That is not philosophy. That is simply torture!” said Foma in an undertone. “Open your eyes and look at everything. Then you will think so yourself.”


    “By the way, Luba, turn your attention to the fact,” began Taras, standing with his back toward the table and scrutinizing the clock, “that pessimism is perfectly foreign to the Anglo-Saxon race. That which they call pessimism in Swift and in Byron is only a burning, sharp protest against the imperfection of life and man. But you cannot find among them the cold, well weighed and passive pessimism.”


    Then, as though suddenly recalling Foma, he turned to him, clasping his hands behind his back, and, wriggling his thigh, said:


    “You raise very important questions, and if you are seriously interested in them you must read books. In them will you find many very valuable opinions as to the meaning of life. How about you — do you read books?”


    “No!” replied Foma, briefly.


    “Ah!”


    “I don’t like them.”


    “Aha! But they might nevertheless be of some help to you,” said Taras, and a smile passed across his lips.


    “Books? Since men cannot help me in my thoughts books can certainly do nothing for me,” ejaculated Foma, morosely.


    He began to feel awkward and weary with this indifferent man. He felt like going away, but at the same time he wished to tell Lubov something insulting about her brother, and he waited till Taras would leave the room. Lubov washed the dishes; her face was concentrated and thoughtful; her hands moved lazily. Taras was pacing the room, now and then he stopped short before the sideboard on which was the silverware, whistled, tapped his fingers against the window-panes and examined the articles with his eyes half shut. The pendulum of the clock flashed beneath the glass door of the case like some broad, grinning face, and monotonously told the seconds. When Foma noticed that Lubov glanced at him a few times questioningly, with expectant and hostile looks, he understood that he was in her way and that she was impatiently expecting him to leave.


    “I am going to stay here over night,” said he, with a smile. “I must speak with my godfather. And then it is rather lonesome in my house alone.”


    “Then go and tell Marfusha to make the bed for you in the corner room,” Lubov hastened to advise him.


    “I shall.”


    He arose and went out of the dining-room. And he soon heard that Taras asked his sister about something in a low voice.


    “About me!” he thought. Suddenly this wicked thought flashed through his mind: “It were but right to listen and hear what wise people have to say.”


    He laughed softly, and, stepping on tiptoe, went noiselessly into the other room, also adjoining the dining-room. There was no light there, and only a thin band of light from the dining-room, passing through the unclosed door, lay on the dark floor. Softly, with sinking heart and malicious smile, Foma walked up close to the door and stopped.


    “He’s a clumsy fellow,” said Taras.


    Then came Lubov’s lowered and hasty speech:


    “He was carousing here all the time. He carried on dreadfully! It all started somehow of a sudden. The first thing he did was to thrash the son-in-law of the Vice-Governor at the Club. Papa had to take the greatest pains to hush up the scandal, and it was a good thing that the Vice-Governor’s son-in-law is a man of very bad reputation. He is a card-sharper and in general a shady personality, yet it cost father more than two thousand roubles. And while papa was busying himself about that scandal Foma came near drowning a whole company on the Volga.”


    “Ha-ha! How monstrous! And that same man busies himself with investigating as to the meaning of life.”


    “On another occasion he was carousing on a steamer with a company of people like himself. Suddenly he said to them: ‘Pray to God! I’ll fling every one of you overboard!’ He is frightfully strong. They screamed, while he said: ‘I want to serve my country. I want to clear the earth of base people.’”


    “Really? That’s clever!”


    “He’s a terrible man! How many wild pranks he has perpetrated during these years! How much money he has squandered!”


    “And, tell me, on what conditions does father manage his affairs for him? Do you know?”


    “No, I don’t. He has a full power of attorney. Why do you ask?”


    “Simply so. It’s a solid business. Of course it is conducted in purely Russian fashion; in other words, it is conducted abominably. But it is a splendid business, nevertheless. If it were managed properly it would be a most profitable gold mine.”


    “Foma does absolutely nothing. Everything is in father’s hands.”


    “Yes? That’s fine.”


    “Do you know, sometimes it occurs to me that his thoughtful frame of mind — that these words of his are sincere, and that he can be very decent. But I cannot reconcile his scandalous life with his words and arguments. I cannot do it under any circumstances!”


    “It isn’t even worthwhile to bother about it. The stripling and lazy bones seeks to justify his laziness.”


    “No. You see, at times he is like a child. He was particularly so before.”


    “Well, that’s what I have said: he’s a stripling. Is it worth while talking about an ignoramus and a savage, who wishes to remain an ignoramus and a savage, and does not conceal the fact? You see: he reasons as the bear in the fable bent the shafts.”


    “You are very harsh.”


    “Yes, I am harsh! People require that. We Russians are all desperately loose. Happily, life is so arranged that, whether we will it or not, we gradually brace up. Dreams are for the lads and maidens, but for serious people there is serious business.”


    “Sometimes I feel very sorry for Foma. What will become of him?”


    “That does not concern me. I believe that nothing in particular will become of him — neither good nor bad. The insipid fellow will squander his money away, and will be ruined. What else? Eh, the deuce take him! Such people as he is are rare nowadays. Now the merchant knows the power of education. And he, that foster-brother of yours, he will go to ruin.”


    “That’s true, sir!” said Foma, opening the door and appearing on the threshold.


    Pale, with knitted brow and quivering lips, he stared straight into Taras’s face and said in a dull voice: “True! I will go to ruin and — amen! The sooner the better!”


    Lubov sprang up from the chair with frightened face, and ran up to Taras, who stood calmly in the middle of the room, with his hands thrust in his pockets.


    “Foma! Oh! Shame! You have been eavesdropping. Oh, Foma!” said she in confusion.


    “Keep quiet, you lamb!” said Foma to her.


    “Yes, eavesdropping is wrong!” ejaculated Taras, slowly, without lifting from Foma his look of contempt.


    “Let it be wrong!” said Foma, with a wave of the hand. “Is it my fault that the truth can be learned by eavesdropping only?”


    “Go away, Foma, please!” entreated Lubov, pressing close to her brother.


    “Perhaps you have something to say to me?” asked Taras, calmly.


    “I?” exclaimed Foma. “What can I say? I cannot say anything. It is you who — you, I believe, know everything.”


    “You have nothing then to discuss with me?” asked Taras again.


    “I am very pleased.”


    He turned sideways to Foma and inquired of Lubov:


    “What do you think — will father return soon?”


    Foma looked at him, and, feeling something akin to respect for the man, deliberately left the house. He did not feel like going to his own huge empty house, where each step of his awakened a ringing echo, he strolled along the street, which was enveloped in the melancholy gray twilight of late autumn. He thought of Taras Mayakin.


    “How severe he is. He takes after his father. Only he’s not so restless. He’s also a cunning rogue, I think, while Lubka regarded him almost as a saint. That foolish girl! What a sermon he read to me! A regular judge. And she — she was kind toward me.” But all these thoughts stirred in him no feelings — neither hatred toward Taras nor sympathy for Lubov. He carried with him something painful and uncomfortable, something incomprehensible to him, that kept growing within his breast, and it seemed to him that his heart was swollen and was gnawing as though from an abscess. He hearkened to that unceasing and indomitable pain, noticed that it was growing more and more acute from hour to hour, and, not knowing how to allay it, waited for the results.


    Then his godfather’s trotter passed him. Foma saw in the carriage the small figure of Yakov Mayakin, but even that aroused no feeling in him. A lamplighter ran past Foma, overtook him, placed his ladder against the lamp post and went up. The ladder suddenly slipped under his weight, and he, clasping the lamp post, cursed loudly and angrily. A girl jostled Foma in the side with her bundle and said:


    “Excuse me.”


    He glanced at her and said nothing. Then a drizzling rain began to fall from the sky — tiny, scarcely visible drops of moisture overcast the lights of the lanterns and the shop windows with grayish dust. This dust made him breathe with difficulty.


    “Shall I go to Yozhov and pass the night there? I might drink with him,” thought Foma and went away to Yozhov, not having the slightest desire either to see the feuilleton-writer or to drink with him.


    At Yozhov’s he found a shaggy fellow sitting on the lounge. He had on a blouse and gray pantaloons. His face was swarthy, as though smoked, his eyes were large, immobile and angry, his thick upper lip was covered with a bristle-like, soldier moustache. He was sitting on the lounge, with his feet clasped in his huge arms and his chin resting on his knees. Yozhov sat sideways in a chair, with his legs thrown across the arm of the chair. Among books and newspapers on the table stood a bottle of vodka and there was an odour of something salty in the room.


    “Why are you tramping about?” Yozhov asked Foma, and, nodding at him, said to the man on the lounge: “Gordyeeff!”


    The man glanced at the newcomer and said in a harsh, shrill voice: “Krasnoshchokov.”


    Foma seated himself on a corner of the lounge and said to Yozhov:


    “I have come to stay here over night.”


    “Well? Go on, Vasily.”


    The latter glanced at Foma askance and went on in a creaking voice:


    “In my opinion, you are attacking the stupid people in vain. Masaniello was a fool, but what had to be performed was done in the best way possible. And that Winkelried was certainly a fool also, and yet had he not thrust the imperial spears into himself the Swiss would have been thrashed. Have there not been many fools like that? Yet they are the heroes. And the clever people are the cowards. Where they ought to deal the obstacle a blow with all their might they stop to reflect: ‘What will come of it? Perhaps we may perish in vain?’ And they stand there like posts — until they breathe their last. And the fool is brave! He rushes headforemost against the wall — bang! If his skull breaks — what of it? Calves’ heads are not dear. And if he makes a crack in the wall the clever people will pick it open into gates, will pass and credit themselves with the honour. No, Nikolay Matveyich, bravery is a good thing even though it be without reason.”


    “Vasily, you are talking nonsense!” said Yozhov, stretching his hand toward him.


    “Ah, of course!” assented Vasily. “How am I to sip cabbage soup with a bast shoe? And yet I am not blind. I can see. There is plenty of brains, but no good comes of it. During the time the clever people think and reflect as to how to act in the wisest way, the fools will down them. That’s all.”


    “Wait a little!” said Yozhov.


    “I can’t! I am on duty today. I am rather late as it is. I’ll drop in tomorrow — may I?”


    “Come! I’ll give a roasting!”


    “That’s exactly your business.”


    Vasily adjusted himself slowly, rose from the lounge, took Yozhov’s yellow, thin little hand in his big, swarthy paw and pressed it.


    “Goodbye!”


    Then he nodded toward Foma and went through the door sideways.


    “Have you seen?” Yozhov asked Foma, pointing his hand at the door, behind which the heavy footsteps still resounded.


    “What sort of a man is he?”


    “Assistant machinist, Vaska Krasnoshchokov. Here, take an example from him: At the age of fifteen he began to study, to read and write, and at twenty-eight he has read the devil knows how many good books, and has mastered two languages to perfection. Now he’s going abroad.”


    “What for?” inquired Foma.


    “To study. To see how people live there, while you languish here — what for?”


    “He spoke sensibly of the fools,” said Foma, thoughtfully.


    “I don’t know, for I am not a fool.”


    “That was well said. The stupid man ought to act at once. Rush forward and overturn.”


    “There, he’s broken loose!” exclaimed Yozhov. “You better tell me whether it is true that Mayakin’s son has returned?”


    “Yes.”


    “Why do you ask?”


    “Nothing.”


    “I can see by your face that there is something.”


    “We know all about his son; we’ve heard about him.”


    “But I have seen him.”


    “Well? What sort of man is he?”


    “The devil knows him! What have I to do with him?”


    “Is he like his father?”


    “He’s stouter, plumper; there is more seriousness about him; he is so cold.”


    “Which means that he will be even worse than Yashka. Well, now, my dear, be on your guard or they will suck you dry.”


    “Well, let them do it!”


    “They’ll rob you. You’ll become a pauper. That Taras fleeced his father-in-law in Yekateringburg so cleverly.”


    “Let him fleece me too, if he likes. I shall not say a word to him except ‘thanks.’”


    “You are still singing that same old tune?”


    “Yes.”


    “To be set at liberty.”


    “Yes.”


    “Drop it! What do you want freedom for? What will you do with it? Don’t you know that you are not fit for anything, that you are illiterate, that you certainly cannot even split a log of wood? Now, if I could only free myself from the necessity of drinking vodka and eating bread!”


    Yozhov jumped to his feet, and, stopping in front of Foma, began to speak in a loud voice, as though declaiming:


    “I would gather together the remains of my wounded soul, and together with the blood of my heart I would spit them into the face of our intelligent society, the devil take it! I would say to them:


    ‘You insects, you are the best sap of my country! The fact of your existence has been repaid by the blood and the tears of scores of generations of Russian people. O, you nits! How dearly your country has paid for you! What are you doing for its sake in return? Have you transformed the tears of the past into pearls? What have you contributed toward life? What have you accomplished? You have permitted yourselves to be conquered? What are you doing? You permit yourselves to be mocked.’”


    He stamped his feet with rage, and setting his teeth together stared at Foma with burning, angry looks, and resembled an infuriated wild beast.


    “I would say to them: ‘You! You reason too much, but you are not very wise, and you are utterly powerless, and you are all cowards! Your hearts are filled up with morality and noble intentions, but they are as soft and warm as feather beds; the spirit of creativeness sleeps within them a profound and calm sleep, and your hearts do not throb, they merely rock slowly, like cradles.’ Dipping my finger in the blood of my heart, I would smear upon their brows the brands of my reproaches, and they, paupers in spirit, miserable in their self-contentment, they would suffer. Oh, how they would suffer! My scourge is sharp, my hand is firm! And I love too deeply to have compassion! They would suffer! And now they do not suffer, for they speak of their sufferings too much, too often, and too loud! They lie! Genuine suffering is mute, and genuine passion knows no bounds! Passions, passions! When will they spring up in the hearts of men? We are all miserable because of apathy.”


    Short of breath he burst into a fit of coughing, he coughed for a long time, hopping about hither and thither, waving his hands like a madman. And then he again stopped in front of Foma with pale face and blood-shot eyes. He breathed heavily, his lips trembled now and then, displaying his small, sharp teeth. Dishevelled, with his head covered with short heir, he looked like a perch just thrown out of the water. This was not the first time Foma saw him in such a state, and, as always, he was infected by his agitation. He listened to the fiery words of the small man, silently, without attempting to understand their meaning, having no desire to know against whom they were directed, absorbing their force only. Yozhov’s words bubbled on like boiling water, and heated his soul.


    “I will say to them, to those miserable idlers:


    ‘Look! Life goes onward, leaving you behind!’”


    “Eh! That’s fine!” exclaimed Foma, ecstatically, and began to move about on the lounge. “You’re a hero, Nikolay! Oh! Go ahead! Throw it right into their faces!”


    But Yozhov was not in need of encouragement, it seemed even as though he had not heard at all Foma’s exclamations, and he went on:


    “I know the limitations of my powers. I know they’ll shout at me: ‘Hold your peace!’ They’ll tell me: ‘Keep silence!’ They will say it wisely, they will say it calmly, mocking me, they will say it from the height of their majesty. I know I am only a small bird, Oh, I am not a nightingale! Compared with them I am an ignorant man, I am only a feuilleton-writer, a man to amuse the public. Let them cry and silence me, let them do it! A blow will fall on my cheek, but the heart will nevertheless keep on throbbing! And I will say to them:


    “‘Yes, I am an ignorant man! And my first advantage over you is that I do not know a single book-truth dearer to me than a man! Man is the universe, and may he live forever who carries the whole world within him! And you,’I will say, ‘for the sake of a word which, perhaps, does not always contain a meaning comprehensible to you, for the sake of a word you often inflict sores and wounds on one another, for the sake of a word you spurt one another with bile, you assault the soul. For this, believe me, life will severely call you to account: a storm will break loose, and it will whisk and wash you off the earth, as wind and rain whisk and wash the dust off a tree I There is in human language only one word whose meaning is clear and dear to everybody, and when that word is pronounced, it sounds thus: ‘Freedom!’”


    “Crush on!” roared Foma, jumping up from the lounge and grasping Yozhov by the shoulders. With flashing eyes he gazed into Yozhov’s face, bending toward him, and almost moaned with grief and affliction: “Oh! Nikolay! My dear fellow, I am mortally sorry for you! I am more sorry than words can tell!”


    “What’s this? What’s the matter with you?” cried Yozhov, pushing him away, amazed and shifted from his position by Foma’s unexpected outburst and strange words.


    “Oh, brother!” said Foma, lowering his voice, which thus sounded deeper, more persuasive. “Oh, living soul, why do you sink to ruin?”


    “Who? I? I sink? You lie!”


    “My dear boy! You will not say anything to anybody! There is no one to speak to! Who will listen to you? Only I!”


    “Go to the devil!” shouted Yozhov, angrily, jumping away from him as though he had been scorched.


    And Foma went toward him, and spoke convincingly, with intense sorrow:


    “Speak! speak to me! I shall carry away your words to the proper place. I understand them. And, ah! how I will scorch the people! Just wait! My opportunity will come.”


    “Go away!” screamed Yozhov, hysterically, squeezing his back to the wall, under Foma’s pressure. Perplexed, crushed, and infuriated he stood and waved off Foma’s arms outstretched toward him. And at this time the door of the room opened, and on the threshold appeared a woman all in black. Her face was angry-looking and excited, her cheek was tied up with a kerchief. She tossed her head back, stretched out her hand toward Yozhov and said, in a hissing and shrill voice:


    “Nikolay Matveyich! Excuse me, but this is impossible! Such beast-like howling and roaring. Guests everyday. The police are coming. No, I can’t bear it any longer! I am nervous. Please vacate the lodgings to-morrow. You are not living in a desert, there are people about you here. And an educated man at that! A writer! All people require rest. I have a toothache. I request you to move tomorrow. I’ll paste up a notice, I’ll notify the police.”


    She spoke rapidly, and the majority of her words were lost in the hissing and whistling of her voice; only those words were distinct, which she shrieked out in a shrill, irritated tone. The corners of her kerchief protruded on her head like small horns, and shook from the movement of her jaws. At the sight of her agitated and comical figure Foma gradually retreated toward the lounge, while Yozhov stood, and wiping his forehead, stared at her fixedly, and listened to her words:


    “So know it now!” she screamed, and behind the door, she said once more:


    “Tomorrow! What an outrage.”


    “Devil!” whispered Yozhov, staring dully at the door.


    “Yes! what a woman! How strict!” said Foma, looking at him in amazement, as he seated himself on the lounge.


    Yozhov, raising his shoulders, walked up to the table, poured out a half a tea-glass full of vodka, emptied it and sat down by the table, bowing his head low. There was silence for about a minute. Then Foma said, timidly and softly:


    “How it all happened! We had no time even to wink an eye, and, suddenly, such an outcome. Ah!”


    “You!” said Yozhov in an undertone, tossing up his head, and staring at Foma angrily and wildly. “Keep quiet! You, the devil take you. Lie down and sleep! You monster. Nightmare. Oh!”


    And he threatened Foma with his fist. Then he filled the glass with more brandy, and emptied it again.


    A few minutes later Foma lay undressed on the lounge, and, with half-shut eyes, followed Yozhov who sat by the table in an awkward pose. He stared at the floor, and his lips were quietly moving. Foma was astonished, he could not make out why Yozhov had become angry at him. It could not be because he had been ordered to move out. For it was he himself who had been shouting.


    “Oh devil!” whispered Yozhov, and gnashed his teeth.


    Foma quietly lifted his head from the pillow. Yozhov deeply and noisily sighing, again stretched out his hand toward the bottle. Then Foma said to him softly:


    “Let’s go to some hotel. It isn’t late yet.”


    Yozhov looked at him, and, rubbing his head with his hands, began to laugh strangely. Then he rose from his chair and said to Foma curtly:


    “Dress yourself!”


    And seeing how clumsily and slowly he turned on the lounge, Yozhov shouted with anger and impatience:


    “Well, be quicker! You personification of stupidity. You symbolical cart-shaft.”


    “Don’t curse!” said Foma, with a peaceable smile. “Is it worthwhile to be angry because a woman has cackled?”


    Yozhov glanced at him, spat and burst into harsh laughter.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XIII


    
      
    


    “ARE all here?” asked Ilya Yefimovich Kononov, standing on the bow of his new steamer, and surveying the crowd of guests with beaming eyes.


    “It seems to be all!”


    And raising upward his stout, red, happy-looking face, he shouted to the captain, who was already standing on the bridge, beside the speaking-tube:


    “Cast off, Petrukha!”


    “Yes, sir!”


    The captain bared his huge, bald head, made the sign of the cross, glancing up at the sky, passed his hand over his wide, black beard, cleared his throat, and gave the command:


    “Back!”


    The guests watched the movements of the captain silently and attentively, and, emulating his example, they also began to cross themselves, at which performance their caps and high hats flashed through the air like a flock of black birds.


    “Give us Thy blessing, Oh Lord!” exclaimed Kononov with emotion.


    “Let go astern! Forward!” ordered the captain. The massive “Ilya Murometz,” heaving a mighty sigh, emitted a thick column of white steam toward the side of the landing-bridge, and started upstream easily, like a swan.


    “How it started off,” enthusiastically exclaimed commercial counsellor Lup Grigoryev Reznikov, a tall, thin, good-looking man. “Without a quiver! Like a lady in the dance!”


    “Half speed!”


    “It’s not a ship, it’s a Leviathan!” remarked with a devout sigh the pock-marked and stooping Trofim Zubov, cathedral-warden and principal usurer in town.


    It was a gray day. The sky, overcast with autumn clouds, was reflected in the water of the river, thus giving it a cold leaden colouring. Flashing in the freshness of its paint the steamer sailed along the monotonous background of the river like a huge bright spot, and the black smoke of its breath hung in the air like a heavy cloud. All white, with pink paddle-boxes and bright red blades, the steamer easily cut through the cold water with its bow and drove it apart toward the shores, and the round window-panes on the sides of the steamer and the cabin glittered brilliantly, as though smiling a self-satisfied, triumphant smile.


    “Gentlemen of this honourable company!” exclaimed Kononov, removing his hat, and making a low bow to the guests. “As we have now rendered unto God, so to say, what is due to God, would you permit that the musicians render now unto the Emperor what is due to the Emperor?”


    And, without waiting for an answer from his guests, he placed his fist to his mouth, and shouted:


    “Musicians! Play ‘Be Glorious!’”


    The military orchestra, behind the engine, thundered out the march.


    And Makar Bobrov, the director and founder of the local commercial bank, began to hum in a pleasant basso, beating time with his fingers on his enormous paunch:


    “Be glorious, be glorious, our Russian Czar — tra-rata! Boom!”


    “I invite you to the table, gentlemen! Please! Take pot-luck, he, he! I entreat you humbly,” said Kononov, pushing himself through the dense group of guests.


    There were about thirty of them, all sedate men, the cream of the local merchants. The older men among them, bald-headed and gray, wore old-fashioned frock-coats, caps and tall boots. But there were only few of these; high silk hats, shoes and stylish coats reigned supreme. They were all crowded on the bow of the steamer, and little by little, yielding to Kononov’s requests, moved towards the stern covered with sailcloth, where stood tables spread with lunch. Lup Reznikov walked arm in arm with Yakov Mayakin, and, bending over to his ear, whispered something to him, while the latter listened and smiled. Foma, who had been brought to the festival by his godfather, after long admonitions, found no companion for himself among these people who were repulsive to him, and, pale and gloomy, held himself apart from them. During the past two days he had been drinking heavily with Yozhov, and now he had a terrible headache. He felt ill at ease in the sedate and yet jolly company; the humming of the voices, the thundering of the music and the clamour of the steamer, all these irritated him.


    He felt a pressing need to doze off, and he could find no rest from the thought as to why his godfather was so kind to him today, and why he brought him hither into the company of the foremost merchants of the town. Why had he urged so persuasively, and even entreated him to attend Kononov’s mass and banquet?


    “Don’t be foolish, come!” Foma recalled his godfather’s admonitions. “Why do you fight shy of people? Man gets his character from nature, and in riches you are lower than very few. You must keep yourself on an equal footing with the others. Come!”


    “But when are you going to speak seriously with me, papa?” Foma had asked, watching the play of his godfather’s face and green eyes.


    “You mean about setting you free from the business? Ha, ha! We’ll talk it over, we’ll talk it over, my friend! What a queer fellow you are. Well? Will you enter a monastery when you have thrown away your wealth? After the example of the saints? Eh?”


    “I’ll see then!” Foma had answered.


    “So. Well, and meanwhile, before you go to the monastery, come along with me! Get ready quickly. Rub your phiz with something wet, for it is very much swollen. Sprinkle yourself with cologne, get it from Lubov, to drive away the smell of the kabak. Go ahead!”


    Arriving on the steamer while the mass was in progress, Foma took up a place on the side and watched the merchants during the whole service.


    They stood in solemn silence; their faces had an expression of devout concentration; they prayed with fervour, deeply sighing, bowing low, devoutly lifting their eyes heavenward. And Foma looked now at one, now at another, and recalled what he knew about them.


    There was Lup Reznikov; he had begun his career as a brothel-keeper, and had become rich all of a sudden. They said he had strangled one of his guests, a rich Siberian. Zubov’s business in his youth had been to purchase thread from the peasants. He had failed twice. Kononov had been tried twenty years ago for arson, and even now he was indicted for the seduction of a minor. Together with him, for the second time already, on a similar charge, Zakhar Kirillov Robustov had been dragged to court. Robustov was a stout, short merchant with a round face and cheerful blue eyes. Among these people there was hardly one about whom Foma did not know something disgraceful.


    And he knew that they were all surely envying the successful Kononov, who was constantly increasing the number of his steamers from year to year. Many of those people were at daggers’ points with one another, none of them would show mercy to the others in the battlefield of business, and all knew wicked and dishonest things about one another. But now, when they gathered around Kononov, who was triumphant and happy, they blended in one dense, dark mass, and stood and breathed as one man, concentrated and silent, surrounded by something invisible yet firm, by something which repulsed Foma from them, and which inspired him with fear of them.


    “Impostors!” thought he, thus encouraging himself.


    And they coughed gently, sighed, crossed themselves, bowed, and, surrounding the clergy in a thick wall, stood immovable and firm, like big, black rocks.


    “They are pretending!” Foma exclaimed to himself. Beside him stood the hump-backed, one-eyed Pavlin Gushchin — he who, not long before, had turned the children of his half-witted brother into the street as beggars — he stood there and whispered penetratingly as he looked at the gloomy sky with his single eye:


    “Oh Lord! Do not convict me in Thy wrath, nor chastise me in Thy indignation.”


    And Foma felt that that man was addressing the Lord with the most profound and firm faith in His mercy.


    “Oh Lord, God of our fathers, who hadst commanded Noah, Thy servant, to build an ark for the preservation of the world,” said the priest in his deep bass voice, lifting his eyes and outstretching his hands skyward, “protect also this vessel and give unto it a guarding angel of good and peace. Guard those that will sail upon it.”


    The merchants in unison made the sign of the cross, with wide swings of their arms, and all their faces bore the expression of one sentiment — faith in the power of prayer. All these pictures took root in Foma’s memory and awakened in him perplexity as to these people, who, being able to believe firmly in the mercy of God, were, nevertheless, so cruel unto man. He watched them persistently, wishing to detect their fraud, to convince himself of their falsehood.


    Their grave firmness angered him, their unanimous self-confidence, their triumphant faces, their loud voices, their laughter. They were already seated by the tables, covered with luncheon, and were hungrily admiring the huge sturgeon, almost three yards in length, nicely sprinkled over with greens and large crabs. Trofim Zubov, tying a napkin around his neck, looked at the monster fish with happy, sweetly half-shut eyes, and said to his neighbour, the flour merchant, Yona Yushkov:


    “Yona Nikiforich! Look, it’s a regular whale! It’s big enough to serve as a casket for your person, eh? Ha, ha! You could creep into it as a foot into a boot, eh? Ha, ha!”


    The small-bodied and plump Yona carefully stretched out his short little hand toward the silver pail filled with fresh caviar, smacked his lips greedily, and squinted at the bottles before him, fearing lest he might overturn them.


    Opposite Kononov, on a trestle, stood a half-vedro barrel of old vodka, imported from Poland; in a huge silver-mounted shell lay oysters, and a certain particoloured cake, in the shape of a tower, stood out above all the viands.


    “Gentlemen! I entreat you! Help yourselves to whatever you please!” cried Kononov. “I have here everything at once to suit the taste of everyone. There is our own, Russian stuff, and there is foreign, all at once! That’s the best way! Who wishes anything? Does anybody want snails, or these crabs, eh? They’re from India, I am told.”


    And Zubov said to his neighbour, Mayakin:


    “The prayer ‘At the Building of a Vessel’ is not suitable for steam-tugs and river steamers, that is, not that it is not suitable, it isn’t enough alone. A river steamer is a place of permanent residence for the crew, and therefore it ought to be considered as a house. Consequently it is necessary to make the prayer ‘At the Building of a House,’ in addition to that for the vessel. But what will you drink?”


    “I am not much of a wine fiend. Pour me out some cumin vodka,” replied Yakov Tarasovich.


    Foma, seated at the end of the table among some timid and modest men who were unfamiliar to him, now and again felt on himself the sharp glances of the old man.


    “He’s afraid I’ll make a scandal,” thought Foma. “Brethren!” roared the monstrously stout ship builder Yashchurov, in a hoarse voice, “I can’t do without herring! I must necessarily begin with herring, that’s my nature.”


    “Musicians! strike up ‘The Persian March!’”


    “Hold on! Better ‘How Glorious!’”


    “Strike up ‘How Glorious.’”


    The puffing of the engine and the clatter of the steamer’s wheels, mingling with the sounds of the music, produced in the air something which sounded like the wild song of a snow-storm. The whistle of the flute, the shrill singing of the clarionets, the heavy roaring of the basses, the ruffling of the little drum and the drones of the blows on the big one, all this fell on the monotonous and dull sounds of the wheels, as they cut the water apart, smote the air rebelliously, drowned the noise of the human voices and hovered after the steamer, like a hurricane, causing the people to shout at the top of their voices. At times an angry hissing of steam rang out within the engine, and there was something irritable and contemptuous in this sound as it burst unexpectedly upon the chaos of the drones and roars and shouts.


    “I shall never forget, even unto my grave, that you refused to discount the note for me,” cried some one in a fierce voice.


    “That will do! Is this a place for accounts?” rang out Bobrov’s bass.


    “Brethren! Let us have some speeches!”


    “Musicians, bush!”


    “Come up to the bank and I’ll explain to you why I didn’t discount it.”


    “A speech! Silence!”


    “Musicians, cease playing!”


    “Strike up ‘In the Meadows.’”


    “Madame Angot!”


    “No! Yakov Tarasovich, we beg of you!”


    “That’s called Strassburg pastry.”


    “We beg of you! We beg of you!”


    “Pastry? It doesn’t look like it, but I’ll taste it all the same.”


    “Tarasovich! Start.”


    “Brethren! It is jolly! By God.”


    “And in ‘La Belle Helene’ she used to come out almost naked, my dear,” suddenly Robustov’s shrill and emotional voice broke through the noise.


    “Look out! Jacob cheated Esau? Aha!”


    “I can’t! My tongue is not a hammer, and I am no longer young.


    “Yasha! We all implore you!”


    “Do us the honour!”


    “We’ll elect you mayor!”


    “Tarasovich! don’t be capricious!”


    “Sh! Silence! Gentlemen! Yakov Tarasovich will say a few words!”


    “Sh!”


    And just at the moment the noise subsided some one’s loud, indignant whisper was heard:


    “How she pinched me, the carrion.”


    And Bobrov inquired in his deep basso:


    “Where did she pinch you?”


    All burst into ringing laughter, but soon fell silent, for Yakov Tarasovich Mayakin, rising to his feet, cleared his throat, and, stroking his bald crown, surveyed the merchants with a serious look expecting attention.


    “Well, brethren, open your ears!” shouted Kononov, with satisfaction.


    “Gentlemen of the merchant class!” began Mayakin with a smile. “There is a certain foreign word in the language of intelligent and learned people, and that word is ‘culture.’ So now I am going to talk to you about that word in all the simplicity of my soul.”


    “So, that’s where he is aiming to!” some ones satisfied exclamation was heard.


    “Sh! Silence!”


    “Dear gentlemen!” said Mayakin, raising his voice, “in the newspapers they keep writing about us merchants, that we are not acquainted with this ‘culture,’ that we do not want it, and do not understand it. And they call us savage, uncultured people. What is culture? It pains me, old man as I am, to hear such words, and one day I made it my business to look up that word, to see what it really contains.” Mayakin became silent, surveyed the audience with his eyes, and went on distinctly, with a triumphant smile:


    “It proved, upon my researches, that this word means worship, that is, love, great love for business and order in life. ‘That’s right!’ I thought, ‘that’s right!’ That means that he is a cultured man who loves business and order, who, in general, loves to arrange life, loves to live, knows the value of himself and of life. Good!” Yakov Tarasovich trembled, his wrinkles spread over his face like beams, from his smiling eyes to his lips, and his bald head looked like some dark star.


    The merchants stared silently and attentively at his mouth, and all faces bespoke intense attention. The people seemed petrified in the attitudes in which Mayakin’s speech had overtaken them.


    “But if that word is to be interpreted precisely thus, and not otherwise, if such is the case — then the people who call us uncultured and savage, slander and blaspheme us! For they love only the word, but not its meaning; while we love the very root of the word, we love its real essence, we love activity. We have within us the real cult toward life, that is, the worship of life; we, not they! They love reasoning’ we love action. And here, gentlemen of the merchant class, here is an example of our culture, of our love for action. Take the Volga! Here she is, our dear own mother! With each and every drop of her water she can corroborate our honour and refute the empty blasphemy spattered on us. Only one hundred years have elapsed, my dear sirs, since Emperor Peter the Great launched decked barks on this river, and now thousands of steamships sail up and down the river. Who has built them? The Russian peasant, an utterly unlettered man! All these enormous steamers, barges — whose are they? Ours! Who has invented them? We! Everything here is ours, everything here is the fruit of our minds, of our Russian shrewdness, and our great love for action! Nobody has assisted us in anything! We ourselves exterminated piracy on the Volga; at our own expense we hired troops; we exterminated piracy and sent out on the Volga thousands of steamers and various vessels over all the thousands of miles of her course. Which is the best town on the Volga? The one that has the most merchants. Whose are the best houses in town? The merchants! Who takes the most care of the poor? The merchant! He collects groshes and copecks, and donates hundreds of thousands of roubles. Who has erected the churches? We! Who contributes the most money to the government? The merchants! Gentlemen! to us alone is the work dear for its own sake, for the sake of our love for the arrangement of life, and we alone love order and life! And he who talks about us merely talks, and that’s all! Let him talk! When the wind blows the willow rustles; when the wind subsides the willow is silent; and neither a cart-shaft, nor a broom can be made out of the willow; it is a useless tree! And from this uselessness comes the noise. What have they, our judges, accomplished; how have they adorned life? We do not know it. While our work is clearly evident! Gentlemen of the merchant class! Seeing in you the foremost men in life, most industrious and loving your labours, seeing in you the men who can accomplish and have accomplished everything, I now heartily, with respect and love for you, lift my brimming goblet, to the glorious, strong-souled, industrious Russian merchant class. Long may you live! May you succeed for the glory of Mother Russia! Hurrah!”


    The shrill, jarring shout of Mayakin called forth a deafening, triumphant roar from the merchants. All these big, fleshy bodies, aroused by wine and by the old man’s words, stirred and uttered from their chests such a unanimous, massive shout that everything around them seemed to tremble and to quake.


    “Yakov! you are the trumpet of the Lord!” cried Zubov, holding out his goblet toward Mayakin.


    Overturning the chairs, jostling the tables, thus causing the dishes and the bottles to rattle and fall, the merchants, agitated, delighted, some with tears in their eyes, rushed toward Mayakin with goblets in their hands.


    “Ah! Do you understand what has been said here?” asked Kononov, grasping Robustov by the shoulder and shaking him. “Understand it! That was a great speech!”


    “Yakov Tarasovich! Come, let me embrace you!”


    “Let’s toss, Mayakin!


    “Strike up the band.”


    “Sound a flourish! A march. ‘The Persian March.”’


    “We don’t want any music! The devil take it!”


    “Here is the music! Eh, Yakov Tarasovich! What a mind!”


    “I was small among my brethren, but I was favoured with understanding.”


    “You lie, Trofim!”


    “Yakov! you’ll die soon. Oh, what a pity! Words can’t express how sorry we are!”


    “But what a funeral that is going to be!”


    “Gentlemen! Let us establish a Mayakin fund! I put up a thousand!”


    “Silence! Hold on!”


    “Gentlemen!” Yakov Tarasovich began to speak again, quivering in every limb. “And, furthermore, we are the foremost men in life and the real masters in our fatherland because we are — peasants!’


    “Corr-rect!”


    “That’s right! Dear mother! That’s an old man for you!”


    “Hold on! Let him finish.”


    “We are primitive Russian people, and everything that comes from us is truly Russian! Consequently it is the most genuine, the most useful and obligatory.”


    “As true as two and two make four!”


    “It’s so simple.”


    “He is as wise as a serpent!”


    “And as meek as a—”


    “As a hawk. Ha, ha, ha!”


    The merchants encircled their orator in a close ring, they looked at him with their oily eyes, and were so agitated that they could no longer listen to his words calmly. Around him a tumult of voices smote the air, and mingling with the noise of the engine, and the beating of the wheels upon the water, it formed a whirlwind of sounds which drowned the jarring voice of the old man. The excitement of the merchants was growing more and more intense; all faces were radiant with triumph; hands holding out goblets were outstretched toward Mayakin; the merchants clapped him on the shoulder, jostled him, kissed him, gazed with emotion into his face. And some screamed ecstatically:


    “The kamarinsky. The national dance!”


    “We have accomplished all that!” cried Yakov Tarasovich, pointing at the river. “It is all ours! We have built up life!”


    Suddenly rang out a loud exclamation which drowned all sounds:


    “Ah! So you have done it? Ah, you.”


    And immediately after this, a vulgar oath resounded through the air, pronounced distinctly with great rancour, in a dull but powerful voice. Everyone heard it and became silent for a moment, searching with their eyes the man who had abused them. At this moment nothing was heard save the deep sighs of the engines and the clanking of the rudder chains.


    “Who’s snarling there?” asked Kononov with a frown.


    “We can’t get along without scandals!” said Reznikov, with a contrite sigh.


    “Who was swearing here at random?”


    The faces of the merchants mirrored alarm, curiosity, astonishment, reproach, and all the people began to bustle about stupidly. Only Yakov Tarasovich alone was calm and seemed even satisfied with what had occurred. Rising on tiptoe, with his neck outstretched, he stared somewhere toward the end of the table, and his eyes flashed strangely, as though he saw there something which was pleasing to him.


    “Gordyeeff,” said Yona Yushkov, softly.


    And all heads were turned toward the direction in which Yakov Tarasovich was staring.


    There, with his hands resting on the table, stood Foma. His face distorted with wrath, his teeth firmly set together, he silently surveyed the merchants with his burning, wide-open eyes. His lower jaw was trembling, his shoulders were quivering, and the fingers of his hands, firmly clutching the edge of the table, were nervously scratching the tablecloth. At the sight of his wolf-like, angry face and his wrathful pose, the merchants again became silent for a moment.


    “What are you gaping at?” asked Foma, and again accompanied his question with a violent oath.


    “He’s drunk!” said Bobrov, with a shake of the head.


    “And why was he invited?” whispered Reznikov, softly.


    “Foma Ignatyevich!” said Kononov, sedately, “you mustn’t create any scandals. If your head is reeling — go, my dear boy, quietly and peacefully into the cabin and lie down! Lie down, and—”


    “Silence, you!” roared Foma, and turned his eye at him. “Do not dare to speak to me! I am not drunk. I am soberer than any one of you here! Do you understand?”


    “But wait awhile, my boy. Who invited you here?” asked Kononov, reddening with offence.


    “I brought him!” rang out Mayakin’s voice.


    “Ah! Well, then, of course. Excuse me, Foma Ignatyevich. But as you brought him, Yakov, you ought to subdue him. Otherwise it’s no good.”


    Foma maintained silence and smiled. And the merchants, too, were silent, as they looked at him.


    “Eh, Fomka!” began Mayakin. “Again you disgrace my old age.”


    “Godfather!” said Foma, showing his teeth, “I have not done anything as yet, so it is rather early to read me a lecture. I am not drunk, I have drunk nothing, but I have heard everything. Gentlemen merchants! Permit me to make a speech! My godfather, whom you respect so much, has spoken. Now listen to his godson.”


    “What — speeches?” said Reznikov. “Why have any discourses? We have come together to enjoy ourselves.”


    “Come, you had better drop that, Foma Ignatyevich.”


    “Better drink something.”


    “Let’s have a drink! Ah, Foma, you’re the son of a fine father!”


    Foma recoiled from the table, straightened himself and continuously smiling, listened to the kind, admonitory words. Among all those sedate people he was the youngest and the handsomest. His well-shaped figure, in a tight-fitting frock coat, stood out, to his advantage, among the mass of stout bodies with prominent paunches. His swarthy face with large eyes was more regularly featured, more full of life than the shrivelled or red faces of those who stood before him with astonishment and expectancy. He threw his chest forward, set his teeth together, and flinging the skirts of his frock coat apart, thrust his hands into his pockets.


    “You can’t stop up my mouth now with flattery and caresses!” said he, firmly and threateningly, “Whether you will listen or not, I am going to speak all the same. You cannot drive me away from here.”


    He shook his head, and, raising his shoulders, announced calmly:


    “But if any one of you dare to touch me, even with a finger, I’ll kill him! I swear it by the Lord. I’ll kill as many as I can!”


    The crowd of people that stood opposite him swayed back, even as bushes rocked by the wind. They began to talk in agitated whispers. Foma’s face grew darker, his eyes became round.


    “Well, it has been said here that you have built up life, and that you have done the most genuine and proper things.”


    Foma heaved a deep sigh, and with inexpressible aversion scrutinized his listeners’ faces, which suddenly became strangely puffed up, as though they were swollen. The merchants were silent, pressing closer and closer to one another. Some one in the back rows muttered:


    “What is he talking about? Ah! From a paper, or by heart?”


    “Oh, you rascals!” exclaimed Gordyeeff, shaking his head. “What have you made? It is not life that you have made, but a prison. It is not order that you have established, you have forged fetters on man. It is suffocating, it is narrow, there is no room for a living soul to turn. Man is perishing! You are murderers! Do you understand that you exist today only through the patience of mankind?”


    “What does this mean?” exclaimed Reznikov, clasping his hands in rage and indignation. “Ilya Yefimov, what’s this? I can’t bear to hear such words.”


    “Gordyeeff!” cried Bobrov. “Look out, you speak improper words.”


    “For such words you’ll get — oi, oi, oi!” said Zubov, insinuatingly.


    “Silence!” roared Foma, with blood-shot eyes. “Now they’re grunting.”


    “Gentlemen!” rang out Mayakin’s calm, malicious voice, like the screech of a smooth-file on iron. “Don’t touch him! I entreat you earnestly, do not hinder him. Let him snarl. Let him amuse himself. His words cannot harm you.”


    “Well, no, I humbly thank you!” cried Yushkov. And close at Foma’s side stood Smolin and whispered in his ear:


    “Stop, my dear boy! What’s the matter with you? Are you out of your wits? They’ll do you — !”


    “Get away!” said Foma, firmly, flashing his angry eyes at him. “You go to Mayakin and flatter him, perhaps something will come your way!”


    Smolin whistled through his teeth and stepped aside. And the merchants began to disperse on the steamer, one by one. This irritated Foma still more he wished he could chain them to the spot by his words, but he could not find such powerful words.


    “You have built up life!” he shouted. “Who are you? Swindlers, robbers.”


    A few men turned toward Foma, as if he had called them.


    “Kononov! are they soon going to try you for that little girl? They’ll convict you to the galleys. Goodbye, Ilya! You are building your steamers in vain. They’ll transport you to Siberia on a government vessel.”


    Kononov sank into a chair; his blood leaped to his face, and he shook his fist in silence. Foma said hoarsely:


    “Very well. Good. I shall not forget it.”


    Foma saw his distorted face with its trembling lips, and understood with what weapons he could deal these men the most forcible blows.


    “Ha, ha, ha! Builders of life! Gushchin, do you give alms to your little nephews and nieces? Give them at least a copeck a day. You have stolen sixty-seven thousand roubles from them. Bobrov! why did you lie about that mistress of yours, saying that she had robbed you, and then send her to prison? If you had grown tired of her, you might have given her over to your son. Anyway he has started an intrigue with that other mistress of yours. Didn’t you know it? Eh, you fat pig, ha, ha! And you, Lup, open again a brothel, and fleece your guests there as before. And then the devil will fleece you, ha, ha! It is good to be a rascal with a pious face like yours! Whom did you kill then, Lup?”


    Foma spoke, interrupting his speech with loud, malevolent laughter, and saw that his words were producing an impression on these people. Before, when he had spoken to all of them they turned away from him, stepping aside, forming groups, and looking at their accuser from afar with anger and contempt. He saw smiles on their faces, he felt in their every movement something scornful, and understood that while his words angered them they did not sting as deep as he wished them to. All this had chilled his wrath, and within him there was already arising the bitter consciousness of the failure of his attack on them. But as soon as he began to speak of each one separately, there was a swift and striking change in the relation of his hearers toward him.


    When Kononov sank heavily in the chair, as though he were unable to withstand the weight of Foma’s harsh words, Foma noticed that bitter and malicious smiles crossed the faces of some of the merchants. He heard some one’s whisper of astonishment and approval:


    “That’s well aimed!”


    This whisper gave strength to Foma, and he confidently and passionately began to hurl reproaches, jeers and abuses at those who met his eyes. He growled joyously, seeing that his words were taking effect. He was listened to silently, attentively; several men moved closer toward him.


    Exclamations of protest were heard, but these were brief, not loud, and each time Foma shouted some one’s name, all became silent, listening, casting furtive, malicious glances in the direction of their accused comrade.


    Bobrov laughed perplexedly, but his small eyes bored into Foma as gimlets. And Lup Reznikov, waving his hands, hopped about awkwardly and, short of breath, said:


    “Be my witnesses. What’s this! No-o! I will not forgive this! I’ll go to court. What’s that?” and suddenly he screamed in a shrill voice, out-stretching his hand toward Foma:


    “Bind him!”


    Foma was laughing.


    “You cannot bind the truth, you can’t do it! Even bound, truth will not grow dumb!”


    “Go-o-od!” drawled out Kononov in a dull, broken voice.


    “See here, gentlemen of the merchant class!” rang out Mayakin’s voice. “I ask! you to admire him, that’s the kind of a fellow he is!”


    One after another the merchants moved toward Foma, and on their faces he saw wrath, curiosity, a malicious feeling of satisfaction, fear. Some one of those modest people among whom Foma was sitting, whispered to him:


    “Give it to them. God bless you. Go ahead! That will be to your credit.”


    “Robustov!” cried Foma. “What are you laughing at? What makes you glad? You will also go to the galleys.”


    “Put him ashore!” suddenly roared Robustov, springing to his feet.


    And Kononov shouted to the captain:


    “Back! To the town! To the Governor.”


    And someone insinuatingly, in a voice trembling with feeling:


    “That’s a collusive agreement. That was done on purpose. He was instigated, and made drunk to give him courage.”


    “No, it’s a revolt!”


    “Bind him! Just bind him!”


    Foma grasped a champagne bottle and swung it in the air.


    “Come on now! No, it seems that you will have to listen to me.”


    With renewed fury, frantic with joy at seeing these people shrinking and quailing under the blows of his words, Foma again started to shout names and vulgar oaths, and the exasperated tumult was hushed once more. The men, whom Foma did not know, gazed at him with eager curiosity, with approval, while some looked at him even with joyous surprise. One of them, a gray-haired little old man with rosy cheeks and small mouse eyes, suddenly turned toward the merchants, who had been abused by Foma, and said in a sweet voice:


    “These are words from the conscience! That’s nothing! You must endure it. That’s a prophetic accusation. We are sinful. To tell the truth we are very—”


    He was hissed, and Zubov even jostled him on the shoulder. He made a low bow and disappeared in the crowd.


    “Zubov!” cried Foma. “How many people have you fleeced and turned to beggars? Do you ever dream of Ivan Petrov Myakinnikov, who strangled himself because of you? Is it true that you steal at every mass ten roubles out of the church box?”


    Zubov had not expected the attack, and he remained as petrified, with his hand uplifted. But he immediately began to scream in a shrill voice, as he jumped up quickly:


    “Ah! You turn against me also? Against me, too?”


    And suddenly he puffed up his cheeks and furiously began to shake his fist at Foma, as he screamed in a shrill voice:


    “The fool says in his heart there is no God! I’ll go to the bishop! Infidel! You’ll get the galleys!”


    The tumult on the steamer grew, and at the sight of these enraged, perplexed and insulted people, Foma felt himself a fairy-tale giant, slaying monsters. They bustled about, waving their arms, talking to one another — some red with anger, others pale, yet all equally powerless to check the flow of his jeers at them.


    “Send the sailors over here!” cried Reznikov, tugging Kononov by the shoulder. “What’s the matter with you, Ilya? Ah? Have you invited us to be ridiculed?”


    “Against one puppy,” screamed Zubov.


    A crowd had gathered around Yakov Tarasovitch Mayakin, and listened to his quiet speech with anger, and nodded their heads affirmatively.


    “Act, Yakov!” said Robustov, loudly. “We are all witnesses. Go ahead!”


    And above the general tumult of voices rang out Foma’s loud, accusing voice:


    “It was not life that you have built — you have made a cesspool! You have bred filth and putrefaction by your deeds! Have you a conscience? Do you remember God? Money — that’s your God! And your conscience you have driven away. Whither have you driven it away? Blood-suckers! You live on the strength of others. You work with other people’s hands! You shall pay for all this! When you perish, you will be called to account for everything! For everything, even to a teardrop. How many people have wept blood at those great deeds of yours? And according to your deserts, even hell is too good a place for you, rascals. Not in fire, but in boiling mud you shall be scorched. Your sufferings shall last for centuries. The devils will hurl you into a boiler and will pour into it — ha, ha, ha! they’ll pour into it — ha, ha, ha! Honourable merchant class! Builders of Life. Oh, you devils!”


    Foma burst into ringing laughter, and, holding his sides, staggered, tossing his head up high.


    At that moment several men quickly exchanged glances, simultaneously rushed on Foma and downed him with their weight. A racket ensued.


    “Now you’re caught!” ejaculated some one in a suffocating voice.


    “Ah! Is that the way you’re doing it?” cried Foma, hoarsely.


    For about a half a minute a whole heap of black bodies bustled about on one spot, heavily stamping their feet, and dull exclamations were heard:


    “Throw him to the ground!”


    “Hold his hand, his hand! Oh!”


    “By the beard?”


    “Get napkins, bind him with napkins.”


    “You’ll bite, will you?”


    “So! Well, how’s it? Aha!”


    “Don’t strike! Don’t dare to strike.”


    “Ready!”


    “How strong he is!”


    “Let’s carry him over there toward the side.”


    “Out in the fresh air, ha, ha!”


    They dragged Foma away to one side, and having placed him against the wall of the captain’s cabin, walked away from him, adjusting their costumes, and mopping their sweat-covered brows. Fatigued by the struggle, and exhausted by the disgrace of his defeat, Foma lay there in silence, tattered, soiled with something, firmly bound, hand and foot, with napkins and towels. With round, blood-shot eyes he gazed at the sky; they were dull and lustreless, as those of an idiot, and his chest heaved unevenly and with difficulty.


    Now came their turn to mock him. Zubov began. He walked up to him, kicked him in the side and asked in a soft voice, all trembling with the pleasure of revenge:


    “Well, thunder-like prophet, how is it? Now you can taste the sweetness of Babylonian captivity, he, he, he!”


    “Wait,” said Foma, hoarsely, without looking at him. “Wait until I’m rested. You have not tied up my tongue.”


    But saying this, Foma understood that he could no longer do anything, nor say anything. And that not because they had bound him, but because something had burned out within him, and his soul had become dark and empty.


    Zubov was soon joined by Reznikov. Then one after another the others began to draw near. Bobrov, Kononov and several others preceded by Yakov Mayakin went to the cabin, anxiously discussing something in low tones.


    The steamer was sailing toward the town at full speed. The bottles on the tables trembled and rattled from the vibration of the steamer, and Foma heard this jarring, plaintive sound above everything else. Near him stood a throng of people, saying malicious, offensive things.


    But Foma saw them as though through a fog, and their words did not touch him to the quick. A vast, bitter feeling was now springing up within him, from the depth of his soul; he followed its growth and though he did not yet understand it, he already experienced something melancholy and degrading.


    “Just think, you charlatan! What have you done to yourself?” said Reznikov. “What sort of a life is now possible to you? Do you know that now no one of us would care even as much as to spit on you?”


    “What have I done?” Foma tried to understand. The merchants stood around him in a dense, dark mass.


    “Well,” said Yashchurov, “now, Fomka, your work is done.”


    “Wait, we’ll see,” bellowed Zubov in a low voice.


    “Let me free!” said Foma.


    “Well, no! we thank you humbly!”


    “Untie me.”


    “It’s all right! You can lie that way as well.”


    “Call up my godfather.”


    But Yakov Tarasovich came up at this moment. He came up, stopped near Foma, sternly surveyed with his eyes the outstretched figure of his godson, and heaved a deep sigh.


    “Well, Foma,” he began.


    “Order them to unbind me,” entreated Foma, softly, in a mournful voice.


    “So you can be turbulent again? No, no, you’d better lie this way,” his godfather replied.


    “I won’t say another word. I swear it by God! Unbind me. I am ashamed! For Christ’s sake. You see I am not drunk. Well, you needn’t untie my hands.”


    “You swear that you’ll not be troublesome?” asked Mayakin.


    “Oh Lord! I will not, I will not,” moaned Foma.


    They untied his feet, but left his hands bound. When he rose, he looked at them all, and said softly with a pitiful smile:


    “You won.”


    “We always shall!” replied his godfather, smiling sternly.


    Foma bent, with his hands tied behind his back, advanced toward the table silently, without lifting his eyes to anyone. He seemed shorter in stature and thinner. His dishevelled hair fell on his forehead and temples; the torn and crumpled bosom of his shirt protruding from under his vest, and the collar covered his lips. He turned his head to push the collar down under his chin, and was unable to do it. Then the gray-headed little old man walked up to him, adjusted what was necessary, looked into his eyes with a smile and said:


    “You must endure it.”


    Now, in Mayakin’s presence, those who had mocked Foma were silent, looking at the old man questioningly, with curiosity and expectancy. He was calm but his eyes gleamed in a way not at all becoming to the occasion, contentedly and brightly.


    “Give me some vodka,” begged Foma, seating himself at the table, and leaning his chest against its edge. His bent figure look piteous and helpless. Around they were talking in whispers, passing this way and that cautiously. And everyone looked now at him, now at Mayakin, who had seated himself opposite him. The old man did not give Foma the vodka at once. First he surveyed him fixedly, then he slowly poured out a wine glassful, and finally, without saying a word, raised it to Foma’s lips. Foma drank the vodka, and asked:


    “Some more!”


    “That’s enough!” replied Mayakin.


    And immediately after this there fell a minute of perfect, painful silence. People were coming up to the table noiselessly, on tiptoe, and when they were near they stretched their necks to see Foma.


    “Well, Fomka, do you understand now what you have done?” asked Mayakin. He spoke softly, but all heard his question.


    Foma nodded his head and maintained silence.


    “There’s no forgiveness for you!” Mayakin went on firmly, and raising his voice. “Though we are all Christians, yet you will receive no forgiveness at our hands. Just know this.”


    Foma lifted his head and said pensively:


    “I have quite forgotten about you, godfather. You have not heard anything from me.”


    “There you have it!” exclaimed Mayakin, bitterly, pointing at his godson. “You see?”


    A dull grumble of protest burst forth.


    “Well, it’s all the same!” resumed Foma with a sigh. “It’s all the same! Nothing — no good came out of it anyway.”


    And again he bent over the table.


    “What did you want?” asked Mayakin, sternly.


    “What I wanted?” Foma raised his head, looked at the merchants and smiled. “I wanted—”


    “Drunkard! Nasty scamp!”


    “I am not drunk!” retorted Foma, morosely. “I have drank only two glasses. I was perfectly sober.”


    “Consequently,” said Bobrov, “you are right, Yakov Tarasovich, he is insane.”


    “I?” exclaimed Foma.


    But they paid no attention to him. Reznikov, Zubov and Bobrov leaned over to Mayakin and began to talk in low tones.


    “Guardianship!” Foma’s ears caught this one word. “I am in my right mind!” he said, leaning back in his chair and staring at the merchants with troubled eyes. “I understand what I wanted. I wanted to speak the truth. I wanted to accuse you.”


    He was again seized with emotion, and he suddenly jerked his hands in an effort to free them.


    “Eh! Hold on!” exclaimed Bobrov, seizing him by the shoulders. “Hold him.”


    “Well, hold me!” said Foma with sadness and bitterness. “Hold me — what do you need me for?”


    “Sit still!” cried his godfather, sternly.


    Foma became silent. He now understood that what he had done was of no avail, that his words had not staggered the merchants. Here they stood, surrounding him in a dense throng, and he could not see anything for them. They were calm, firm, treating him as a drunkard and a turbulent fellow, and were plotting something against him. He felt himself pitiful, insignificant, crushed by that dark mass of strong-souled, clever and sedate people. It seemed to him that a long time had passed since he had abused them, so long a time that he himself seemed as a stranger, incapable of comprehending what he had done to these people, and why he had done it. He even experienced in himself a certain feeling of offence, which resembled shame at himself in his own eyes. There was a tickling sensation in his throat, and he felt there was something foreign in his breast, as though some dust or ashes were strewn upon his heart, and it throbbed unevenly and with difficulty. Wishing to explain to himself his act, he said slowly and thoughtfully, without looking at anyone:


    “I wanted to speak the truth. Is this life?”


    “Fool!” said Mayakin, contemptuously. “What truth can you speak? What do you understand?”


    “My heart is wounded, that I understand! What justification have you all in the eyes of God? To what purpose do you live? Yes, I feel — I felt the truth!”


    “He is repenting!” said Reznikov, with a sarcastic smile.


    “Let him!” replied Bobrov, with contempt.


    Some one added:


    “It is evident, from his words, that he is out of his wits.”


    “To speak the truth, that’s not given to everyone!” said Yakov Tarasovich, sternly and instructively, lifting his hand upward. “It is not the heart that grasps truth; it is the mind; do you understand that? And as to your feeling, that’s nonsense! A cow also feels when they twist her tail. But you must understand, understand everything! Understand also your enemy. Guess what he thinks even in his dreams, and then go ahead!”


    According to his wont, Mayakin was carried away by the exposition of his practical philosophy, but he realised in time that a conquered man is not to be taught how to fight, and he stopped short. Foma cast at him a dull glance, and shook his head strangely.


    “Lamb!” said Mayakin.


    “Leave me alone!” entreated Foma, plaintively. “It’s all yours! Well, what else do you want? Well, you crushed me, bruised me, that serves me right! Who am I? O Lord!”


    All listened attentively to his words, and in that attention there was something prejudiced, something malicious.


    “I have lived,” said Foma in a heavy voice. “I have observed. I have thought; my heart has become wounded with thoughts! And here — the abscess burst. Now I am utterly powerless! As though all my blood had gushed out. I have lived until this day, and still thought that now I will speak the truth. Well, I have spoken it.”


    He talked monotonously, colourlessly, and his speech resembled that of one in delirium.


    “I have spoken it, and I have only emptied myself, that’s all. Not a trace have my words left behind them. Everything is uninjured. And within me something blazed up; it has burned out, and there’s nothing more there. What have I to hope for now? And everything remains as it was.”


    Yakov Tarasovich burst into bitter laughter.


    “What then, did you think to lick away a mountain with your tongue? You armed yourself with malice enough to fight a bedbug, and you started out after a bear, is that it? Madman! If your father were to see you now. Eh!”


    “And yet,” said Foma, suddenly, loudly, with assurance, and his eyes again flared up, “and yet it is all your fault! You have spoiled life! You have made everything narrow. We are suffocating because of you! And though my truth against you is weak, it is truth, nevertheless! You are godless wretches! May you all be cursed!”


    He moved about in his chair, attempting to free his hands, and cried out, flashing his eyes with fury:


    “Unbind my hands!”


    They came closer to him; the faces of the merchants became more severe, and Reznikov said to him impressively:


    “Don’t make a noise, don’t be bothersome! We’ll soon be in town. Don’t disgrace yourself, and don’t disgrace us either. We are not going to take you direct from the wharf to the insane asylum.”


    “So!” exclaimed Foma. “So you are going to put me into an insane asylum?”


    No one replied. He looked at their faces and hung his head.


    “Behave peacefully! We’ll unbind you!” said someone.


    “It’s not necessary!” said Foma in a low voice. “It’s all the same. I spit on it! Nothing will happen.”


    And his speech again assumed the nature of a delirium.


    “I am lost, I know it! Only not because of your power, but rather because of my weakness. Yes! You, too, are only worms in the eyes of God. And, wait! You shall choke. I am lost through blindness. I saw much and I became blind, like an owl. As a boy, I remember, I chased an owl in a ravine; it flew about and struck against something. The sun blinded it. It was all bruised and it disappeared, and my father said to me then: ‘It is the same with man; some man bustles about to and fro, bruises himself, exhausts himself, and then throws himself anywhere, just to rest.’ Hey I unbind my hands.”


    His face turned pale, his eyes closed, his shoulders quivered. Tattered and crumpled he rocked about in the chair, striking his chest against the edge of the table, and began to whisper something.


    The merchants exchanged significant glances. Some, nudging one another in the sides, shook their heads at Foma in silence. Yakov Mayakin’s face was dark and immobile as though hewn out of stone.


    “Shall we perhaps unbind him?” whispered Bobrov.


    “When we get a little nearer.”


    “No, it’s not necessary,” said Mayakin in an undertone-”We’ll leave him here. Let someone send for a carriage. We’ll take him straight to the asylum.”


    “And where am I to rest?” Foma muttered again. “Whither shall I fling myself?” And he remained as though petrified in a broken, uncomfortable attitude, all distorted, with an expression of pain on his face.


    Mayakin rose from his seat and went to the cabin, saying softly:


    “Keep an eye on him, he might fling himself overboard.”


    “I am sorry for the fellow,” said Bobrov, looking at Yakov Tarasovich as he departed.


    “No one is to blame for his madness,” replied Reznikov, morosely.


    “And Yakov,” whispered Zubov, nodding his head in the direction of Mayakin.


    “What about Yakov? He loses nothing through it.”


    “Yes, now he’ll, ha, ha!”


    “He’ll be his guardian, ha, ha, ha!”


    Their quiet laughter and whisper mingled with the groaning of the engine did not seem to reach Foma’s ear. Motionlessly he stared into the distance before him with a dim look, and only his lips were slightly quivering.


    “His son has returned,” whispered Bobrov.


    “I know his son,” said Yashchurov. “I met him in Perm.”


    “What sort of a man is he?”


    “A business-like, clever fellow.”


    “Is that so?”


    “He manages a big business in Oosolye.”


    “Consequently Yakov does not need this one. Yes. So that’s it.”


    “Look, he’s weeping!”


    “Oh?”


    Foma was sitting leaning against the back of the chair, and drooping his head on the shoulder. His eyes were shut, and from under his eyelids tears were trickling one after another. They coursed down his cheeks into his moustache. Foma’s lips quivered convulsively, and the tears fell from his moustache upon his breast. He was silent and motionless, only his chest heaved unevenly, and with difficulty. The merchants looked at his pale, tear-stained face, grown lean with suffering, with the corners of his lips lowered downward, and walked away from him quietly and mutely.


    And then Foma remained alone, with his hands tied behind his back, sitting at the table which was covered with dirty dishes and different remains of the feast. At times he slowly opened his heavy, swollen eyelids, and his eyes, through tears, looked dimly and mournfully at the table where everything was dirty, upset, ruined.


    .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .


    Three years have passed.


    About a year ago Yakov Tarasovich Mayakin died. He died in full consciousness, and remained true to himself; a few hours before his death he said to his son, daughter and son-in-law:


    “Well, children, live in richness! Yakov has tasted everything, so now it is time for Yakov to go. You see, I am dying, yet I am not despondent; and the Lord will set that down to my credit. I have bothered Him, the Most Gracious One, with jests only, but never with moans and complaints! Oh Lord! I am glad that I have lived with understanding through Thy mercy! Farewell, my children. Live in harmony, and don’t philosophize too much. Know this, not he is holy who hides himself from sin and lies calm. With cowardice you cannot defend yourself against sin, thus also says the parable of the talents. But he who wants to attain his goal in life fears not sin. God will pardon him an error. God has appointed man as the builder of life, but has not endowed him with too much wisdom. Consequently, He will not call in his outstanding debts severely. For He is holy and most merciful.”


    He died after a short but very painful agony.


    Yozhov was for some reason or other banished from the town soon after the occurrence on the steamer.


    A great commercial house sprang up in the town under the firm-name of “Taras Mayakin & African Smolin.”


    Nothing had been heard of Foma during these three years. It was rumoured that upon his discharge from the asylum Mayakin had sent him away to some relatives of his mother in the Ural.


    Not long ago Foma appeared in the streets of the town. He is worn out, shabby and half-witted. Almost always intoxicated, he appears now gloomy, with knitted brow, and with head bent down on his breast, now smiling the pitiful and melancholy smile of a silly fanatic. Sometimes he is turbulent, but that happens rarely. He lives with his foster-sister in a little wing in the yard. His acquaintances among the merchants and citizens often ridicule him. As Foma walks along the street, suddenly someone shouts to him:


    “Eh, you prophet, come here!”


    Yet he rarely goes to those who call him; he shuns people and does not care to speak with them. But when he does approach them they say to him:


    “Well, tell us something about doomsday, won’t you? Ha, ha, ha! Prophet!”
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    Translated by Alexandra Linden


    
      
    


    Three of Them was first published in 1900, during a time of great creativity for the author. Gorky began to produce his most famous and critically acclaimed plays and experience a period of relative optimism about the future possibilities for his country, although noticeably this was often undercut by deep doubt and moments of great pessimism. He had already achieved significant success in his literary career with his short stories and novel Foma Gordeyev, alongside his work as a journalist. Gorky’s politics had remained a problem for the Tsarist regime with the Okhrana particularly concerned about the writer’s depiction in articles of the police and their methods. However his increasingly popularity meant that the establishment had to be more careful with their treatment towards him, although this did not prevent them arresting him multiple times, including a 1901 imprisonment which nearly led to his death. The novelist was instrumental in helping to fund radical groups, including providing financial assistance for the distribution of the ‘Social Democratic Labour Party’s’ newspaper Iskra.


    Three of Them features as part of the author’s works that explore true meaning in the world and life in significant detail. The author of Contemporary Russian Literature, Prince D. S. Mirsky was highly critical of Gorky’s literary output during this period stating that the writer ‘never wrote either a good drama or a good novel’ and that any books produced between 1899 and 1912 ‘are the least valuable part of his work’. It is important to note that Mirsky was highly biased towards Russian formalism and politically opposed to Gorky’s ideas present in Three of Them; the critic joined the White army during the Civil War and left for Britain after its defeat. Mirsky is less critical of this novel because he finds the social message to be less ‘distinct’; that is, less overtly aligned with the ideas of Bolshevism.
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    CHAPTER I


    
      
    


    AMONG the forests of Kerjentz many lonely graves are scattered, in which lie mouldering the bones of men who held the ancient faith.(Thus the raskolniki (dissenters) term their belief to distinguish it from the orthodox faith, it being founded on the corrected translation of the Scriptures made by Patriarch Nicon in 1666.)


    About one of these men — Antipe — many tales are still told in the villages of Kerjentz.


    Antipe Luneff had been a rich, grasping peasant, who, after devoting himself for fifty years to worldly pleasures, fell to meditating deeply, became more and more melancholy, and at last deserting his family, retired into the forest. There, on the edge of a deep ravine, he built himself a hut in which he lived for eight years, summer and winter, allowing no one, not even friends nor relations, to come and see him. Sometimes people who had lost their way in the forest would stumble upon his hut and find Antipe kneeling on the threshold in prayer. He grew terrible to behold: withered and worn by fasting and prayer, and covered with hair like an animal. When he saw anyone, he would get up from his knees and silently bow down before him to the ground. If he were asked the way out of the forest, he would silently indicate the direction with his hand, bow again to the ground, and then, entering his hut, shut the door behind him. During these eight years many people saw him, but no one heard his voice. His wife and children used to come to him, bringing him food and clothing. Even to them he only bowed silently to the ground, not once during the whole time of his penance ever saying one word to them.


    He died in the year when the order was given for the destruction of all the hermitages, and it happened in the following way: —


    When the ispravnik arrived with his men at the hut, they found Antipe kneeling in the middle of it, praying silently.


    “Hullo, you!” called out the captain. “Clear out! We are going to break up your den!” But Antipe paid no attention to him. The captain shouted again and again, but never a word did the old man answer. Then the captain ordered his men to pull Antipe out of the hut by the hair of his head; but the men, seeing that the old man continued to pray earnestly, taking no notice of them, were awed by the strength of his faith and would not obey their chief. The ispravnik ordered them to pull down the hut, and they silently began to take off the roof, but carefully, so as not to hurt the old man.


    The axes struck above Antipe’s head, the boards cracked and fell to the ground, the sound of the blows echoing through the forest frightened the birds who flew round the hut, and the leaves trembled on the trees. But the old man continued to pray as if he neither saw nor heard anything. They began to pull the beams asunder, but the hermit still knelt on, motionless. Only when the last beams were thrown aside, and the captain came up and caught him by the hair, did Antipe, lifting up his eyes to the sky, murmur unto God, —


    “All merciful Lord, forgive them,” and fell backwards dead.


    When this happened, Antipe’s eldest son, Jacob, was twenty-three years old, and his youngest, Terence, was eighteen. Jacob, who was handsome and of great bodily strength, when only a lad had been nicknamed Jacob the reckless by the whole village, and at the time of his father’s death was the biggest rake and squabbler in the whole district. Everyone complained of him — his mother, the starosta, (Starosta — head of the village.)


    his neighbours; he was arrested, locked up, and flogged with birches, but nothing could alter Jacob’s wild nature, and it became more and more difficult for him to live in the village amongst the dissenters, who are quiet as moles, keep stubbornly to the ancient laws of their religion, and resent any innovations. Jacob smoked tobacco, drank vodka, wore clothes of German cut, never attended prayers and gatherings, and when sedate people used to admonish him he would answer with a sneer, —


    “Wait a little, you venerable old people, everything must have its fill. When I have sinned enough I’ll repent also. But now — it’s too early. You need not talk to me about my father — he sinned fifty years and repented only eight. My sins are like down on a newly-hatched bird, but when they cover me like the feathers on a crow, then will be the time to repent.”


    “Heretic!” they used to call Jacob Luneff in the village, and as such he was hated and feared. About two years after his father’s death Jacob married. He had spent in loose living all the money his father had scraped together by thirty years’ hard labour, and had bequeathed to him, and nobody in his own village would give him his daughter in marriage. In a distant village he found a wife, a handsome orphan, and sold his father’s beehives and two horses to pay for the wedding, His brother Terence, a shy and silent hunchback with long arms, did not interfere with him; his mother, who was ill and lay on the stove, would call out in an ominous and hoarse voice, —


    “You cursed one! Have pity on your soul! Repent.”


    “Don’t trouble, little mother!” Jacob would answer, “my father will intercede for me before God.”


    Jacob lived quietly and peacefully with his wife for about a year; he even did some work, but soon gave it up and again began to live loosely, disappearing from home sometimes for months together, and turning up at last beaten, tattered and hungry. Then Jacob’s mother died, and at her burial he beat and maimed the starosta, who was his long-standing enemy, and for this he was put in prison. When he was set free he reappeared in the village with a shaven head, sullen and embittered. The villagers hated him more and more, extending their distrust to his family, and especially to the inoffensive hunchback Terence, who since childhood had been the butt of all the girls and lads of the place. Jacob was called convict and cut-throat, while Terence was taunted with the epithets of monster and sorcerer. Terence remained silent through all the jeering and abuse, but Jacob threatened openly.


    “All right! Just wait! I’ll be even with you!”


    He was forty when a fire broke out in the village, and was accused of arson and sent to Siberia.


    On Terence’s hands were left Jacob’s wife, who went mad during the fire, and his son Ilia, ten years old, a strong, dark-haired boy, grave beyond his years. When this little fellow appeared in the street, all the children ran after him, throwing stones, while the grown-up people would say, —


    “Oh! you little devil! Convict’s offspring! May you come to an untimely end!”


    Terence, who could not do hard work, had been a pedlar, and sold tar, cotton, needles and all sorts of trifles, but the fire, spreading over half the village, had destroyed Luneffs hut and all his goods, so that when it was over he found himself in the possession of only one horse and forty-three roubles in money. Seeing that he could not live any longer in the village, Terence gave his brother’s wife over to the keeping of a poor woman for fifty copecks a month, bought an old cart, put his nephew into it, and decided to go to the nearest town, hoping to find there a distant relation, Petruha Filimonoff, the chief barman in an eating-house, who would help him.


    Terence left his native village quietly in the night, like a thief. In silence he drove off, looking back every now and then with his great black eyes. His horse went at a walking pace, the cart jolted considerably, and Ilia, having buried himself in the hay, soon fell into the deep slumbers of childhood. He was awakened in the middle of the night by a weird and strange sound, like the howl of a wolf. The night was fine, the cart had stopped at the edge of a forest, and the horse was eating the dewy grass at a little distance. A big fir tree, the top of which was broken, had grown out far into the field, and stood all alone, as if it had been expelled from the forest. The boy looked round uneasily for his uncle with his sharp eyes, while in the stillness of the night could be distinctly heard the dull sound of the horse’s hoofs upon the ground, its heavy breathing, and the strange, doleful, trembling sound which was frightening Ilia.


    “Uncle!” he called out softly.


    “Yes?” answered Terence, hastily, and the howl suddenly ceased.


    “Where are you?”


    “Here. Don’t worry, go to sleep.”


    Ilia distinguished his uncle sitting at the edge of the forest on a hillock, and looking in the darkness like the stump of a tree rooted up.


    “I am afraid,” said the boy.


    “Well, what’s the matter? What’s there to be afraid of? We are alone.”


    “Somebody is howling.”


    “You dreamt that,” said the hunchback, quietly.


    “But really somebody is howling.”


    “Well it’s a wolf — far away; go to sleep.”


    But Ilia could not go to sleep again. He was afraid of the stillness, and in his ears the mournful sound still rang. He looked round attentively, and saw that his uncle was gazing in the direction of the hilltop, far away in the middle of the forest, on which stood a white church with five domes, lighted up by the big round moon. Ilia knew that it was the Romodanovski church, and that at the distance of two versts from it, between the church and themselves, in the middle of the forest, near the ravine, stood their village Kiteznaia.


    “We have not gone far,” he said thoughtfully.


    “What?” asked his uncle.


    “It would be better to go on, I say. Somebody might come from there.”


    Ilia nodded with enmity in the direction of his village.


    “We’ll go on all right; wait a little,” murmured his uncle.


    And again all became still. Ilia huddled himself up and, leaning against the front of the cart, began looking in the same direction as his uncle. The village was not visible in the dense blackness of the forest, but it seemed to him that he could see it all, with its cottages and people and its old willow near the well in the middle of the street. Under the willow he saw his father, tied by a rope, in a torn shirt; his hands twisted behind his back, his bare chest protruding, while his head seemed to have grown to the trunk of the willow. He was quite motionless like one dead, his eyes fixed with a terrible expression upon the moujiks, who were gathered near the starosta’s cottage. There were lots of them, all looking malignant, shouting at the top of their voices and reviling. At these remembrances the boy felt a sadness creeping over him and a lump rising in his throat. The loneliness and the cold night air made him feel inclined to cry; but he did not want to disturb his uncle, and so bravely repressed his sobs, huddling his poor little body into a heap.


    Suddenly, through the still night, the plaintive howl again resounded. Then a heavy sigh, a sob, and a pitiful moan: —


    “O-o-y-o-o!”


    The boy shuddered and remained petrified, while the sound trembled in the air, and grew louder and louder.


    “Uncle! is it you howling?” cried Ilia.


    Terence did not answer, and did not move. The boy jumped down from the cart, ran up to his uncle, fell at his feet, caught hold of them, and began to cry. Through his sobs he heard his uncle’s voice saying, —


    “They have driven us away. O God! Where shall we go to — ay?”


    The boy, choking with sobs, murmured, —


    “Wait a little till I grow up. I’ll give it to them! Yes—”


    Worn out by grief he began to dose. His uncle took him in his arms and put him into the cart, and then went back to his place on the hillock, and began to moan again slowly and plaintively.


    Ilia long remembered his arrival in the town. He woke up early one morning, and beheld in front of him a big river, broad and muddy, on the other side of which was a high hill covered with houses, with red and green roofs, surrounded by high, thick trees. The houses rose one above the other up the sides of the hill, in close and beautiful array, to the very summit, whence in a straight line they proudly overlooked the river. The golden crosses and domes of the churches rose high above the roofs into the sky. The sun had just risen; its slanting rays were reflected in the windows of the houses, and the whole town was alight with bright colours and shining like gold.


    “Well, this is something!” cried the boy, looking with wide-open eyes at the beautiful picture, and remaining transfixed in silent admiration. And then in his heart rose the uneasy question as to where he, a small, dark-skinned, shock-headed boy in torn ticken trousers, and his hunchback, awkward uncle, would live? Would they be allowed to enter this clean, rich, big town, that sparkled with gold? It seemed to him that their cart had stopped on this side of the river because poor, tattered and ugly people were not allowed to enter the town; and he supposed his uncle had gone to ask to be let in.


    Ilia began to look round for his uncle with fear in his heart. In front and behind their cart stood a great many waggons; in some of which there were wooden frames with pails of milk, and in others baskets with birds, cucumbers, onions, berries and bags of potatoes. In and near the waggons sat and stood peasant men and women, who seemed to be a special set of people. They talked loudly and distinctly, and did not wear blue ticken, but were dressed in bright-coloured printed calico and bright red fustian stuff. Nearly all of them wore boots, and although there was someone with a sword walking about close to them — an ouriadnik or stanovoi — not only were they unafraid of him, but did not even bow to him. All this pleased Ilia very much. Seated in his cart, he looked down upon the brightly-lighted living picture, and dreamed of the time when he too would wear boots and a red fustian shirt. At last, amongst the moujiks appeared Uncle Terence. He walked along, holding his head high and pressing his feet deep into the sand; his face was joyous, and he smiled at Ilia from a distance, holding out his hand and showing him something.


    “God is for us, Ilia! That means — don’t worry! I found Uncle Petruha without any bother. Here, nibble at this for the present.”


    And he gave Ilia a round cracknel.


    The boy took it almost with veneration, hid it in his shirt, and asked uneasily, —


    “Won’t they let us enter the town?”


    “Soon. When the ferry comes — then we shall start.”


    “We too?”


    “Why, of course; we’ll go too. We can’t live here.”


    “Oh! I was afraid they would not let us. But where shall we live there?”


    “That I don’t know. God will show us.”


    “If we could live in that big red one.”


    “You little duffer! those are barracks. Soldiers live there.”


    “Well, in that one over there.”


    “Ah! that’s a bit high for us.”


    “Never mind,” said Ilia, decidedly, “we’ll climb up.”


    “Oh, dear,” sighed Uncle Terence, and again went off.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER II


    
      
    


    IT was their lot to live on the outskirts of the town, near the market-place, in an enormous grey building. Outhouses adhered to its walls on all sides; some of them quite new, while the rest were of a dirty grey colour, and as old as the house itself. The windows and doors of the house were crooked and everything creaked. The outhouses, fences and gates were huddled one against the other, forming one mass of rotting wood, covered with green moss. The window-panes were dim from age, several beams of the front of the house protruded; all this made the house resemble the proprietor, who kept an eating-house in it: he also was old and grey; his eyes dim like the window-panes; he walked leaning heavily on a thick creaking stick, appearing to move his fat body with difficulty.


    Uncle Terence settled down in one of the numerous corners of the house, on the ground floor, on a bench near the window, which opened into the yard, in which a large heap of rubbish lay, and where grew a fragrant lime tree and two elders. Three days later the proprietor went creaking about, and, pointing his stick at Ilia, who was hiding behind the heap of rubbish and looking at him with frightened eyes, asked, —


    “Whose boy are you, eh? Where did you come from?”


    Ilia winced, but did not answer.


    “Hullo, whose boy is that? Let him begone! Go away, boy, I’ll give it to you. Uhr-r-r-r! Oh, you little rat! What! the man who washes the dishes? His son? Ah, ha! his nephew. The humpbacked cheat, he ought to have said that he had a nephew. Peter! what are you thinking about? The hunchback has a nephew — what does it mean? Send him away.”


    The ruddy barman, Petruha, looked out of a window of the eating-house into the yard, and, shaking his curls, called out, —


    “He’s here only for a time, Vasili Dorimendontich, he’s a little boy, an orphan. He’s here by my permission, but I can send him away if you like.”


    When Ilia heard that he was going to be sent away, he began to cry, flew past the proprietor like an arrow from a bow, and slipped through the window to his corner like a mouse into its hole. He tumbled on to the bench and, covering his head with his uncle’s overcoat, began to cry, trembling with fear; but his uncle came up and quieted him.


    “Never mind, don’t be afraid. He just scolds for nothing. He’s in his second childhood, the chief person here is Petruha, and not he — Petruha’s at the head of everything. You must be courteous and respectful to him. The proprietor here has nothing to do with it.”


    During the first days that Ilia passed in this house, he climbed about everywhere, and explored everything. The house pleased and amazed him by its capacity. It was so filled with people, that it seemed to Ilia to contain more people than the whole village of Kiteznaia; and it was as noisy as a market-place. The eating-house occupied both floors and was always full of people; in the attics lived a few drunken women; one of whom, called Matitsa, a big, dark, barefooted woman, frightened the boy with her angry black eyes. The cellar was occupied by (1) Perfishka, the shoemaker, his sick wife, who had lost the use of her feet, and his seven-year-old daughter; (2) Jeremiah, the rag-picker; (3) an old beggar woman, thin and noisy, nicknamed by all the inhabitants of the yard “Half a Squad”; and (4) a cabman, Makar Stepanich by name, a middle-aged, peaceful and silent man. In a corner of the yard stood a smithy; from morning to night there burnt a fire in it, and the whole day long wheels were cased, horses shod, hammers clanged, and Savel, the tall, sinewy smith, sang endless songs in a thick, sullen voice. Sometimes Savel’s wife would make her appearance In the smithy; she was a small, stout woman, fair and blue-eyed. She always wore a white shawl on her head, and her fair face formed a strange contrast to the black hole of the smithy. She was nearly always laughing a silvery laugh, while Savel joined in a loud voice like the blow of a hammer. But oftener in answer to her laugh he would only growl. People said he loved his wife, but she led a loose life.


    There were men in every corner of the house, and from morning till night it resounded with shouts and noise, just as if it were an old rusty kettle in which something was eternally boiling. In the evening everybody crawled out of his corner into the yard or sat on the bench at the gate; the shoemaker, Perfishka, played on his harmonium, Savel hummed songs, while Matitsa, if she were tipsy, would sing something very sad, in words that no one understood, and cry bitterly.


    In some nook in the yard all the children who lived in the house would gather round Grandfather Jeremiah, and seating themselves in a ring would entreat, —


    “Grandfather! Tell us a tale!”


    The old man would look at them with his weak red eyes, from which tears constantly trickled down his wrinkled cheeks, and pulling his old weather-worn hat over his eyes, would begin in a trembling sing-song thin voice, —


    “Once upon a time in a certain country there was born a freemason, an unbeliever, upon whose head our Lord, the All-seeing God, visited the sins of his unknown parents.”


    Jeremiah’s long grey beard shook when he opened his black toothless mouth, his head shook also, while tear after tear trickled down his wrinkled cheeks.


    “Great was the wickedness of this man: he did not believe in Jesus Christ, he did not love the Virgin Mary; when he passed a church he never bowed, and never obeyed his mother or father.”


    The children listened to the old man’s thin, trembling voice, and silently gazed into his face.


    His most attentive listener was light-haired Yashka, Petruha the barman’s son. He was a lank boy, sharpnosed, with a great head on a thin neck. When he ran his head bobbed from shoulder to shoulder, as if it were going to fall off. His eyes were large and had a restless expression in them; they always moved furtively from object to object as if they were afraid to stop at anything, but when they did rest upon something they seemed to protrude strangely and stare, giving Jacob’s face the look of a sheep. He was conspicuous among all the other children by his thin, colourless face and clean, untorn clothes. Ilia made friends with him at once and the very first day of their acquaintanceship Jacob asked his new friend in a mysterious voice, —


    “Have you many sorcerers in your village?”


    “Yes,” answered Ilia, “and we have witches too.”


    “With red hair?” asked Jacob in a whisper.


    “No, grey; they are all grey.”


    “If they are grey it’s not so bad. Grey ones are kind, but if they are red-haired — Oh! those drink blood.”


    They were sitting in the best and cosiest corner of the yard, behind a heap of rubbish, under the elder and lime trees. It was only through a narrow passage between the shed and house that they could get there; it was always quiet, and there was nothing to be seen but a patch of sky above their heads, and a wall with three windows, two of which were nailed up; this was the favourite haunt of the two friends. In the branches of the lime tree the sparrows chirped, while on the earth at its roots sat the boys and talked quietly about everything that interested them.


    The whole day long there danced before Ilia’s eyes something enormous, many-coloured and noisy, which blinded and deafened him. At first he felt lost and stupefied in this teeming vortex of life. Standing near the table of the eating-house, at which Uncle Terence, covered with sweat, washed up the dishes, Ilia saw how people came, ate, drank, shouted, kissed each other, fought and sang songs. They were covered with sweat, tired and dirty, while clouds of tobacco smoke floated around them, and often they behaved as if they were half mad.


    “Ay, ay!” his uncle used to say, shaking his hump and tinkling his glasses incessantly. “What are you doing here? Go into the yard! Else the proprietor will see you and scold you!”


    “Oh, my!” Ilia would say to himself, and, stunned by the noise of the public-house, would go out into the yard.


    In the yard Savel hammered away and scolded his apprentice; from the cellar floated forth the joyous song of the shoemaker, Perfishka; from the attic resounded bad language and shouts of drunken women. Pashka, nicknamed “the Biter,” Savel’s son, rode about on his stick and shouted angrily, —


    “Wo back, you devil!”


    His round, provoking face was always covered with dirt and soot; on his forehead he had a bump; his shirt was torn, and through countless holes his strong body could be seen. He was the most saucy boy and the biggest bully in the yard; he twice beat the awkward Ilia, and when Ilia cried and told his uncle, the latter only shrugged his shoulders and said, —


    “Well! there’s nothing to be done. You must bear it; it will pass.”


    “I’ll go and give it to him!” threatened Ilia, through his tears.


    “Don’t you dare to!” said his uncle, severely. “You mustn’t on any account.”


    “And he?”


    “He’s different. He, you see, belongs here; while you are a stranger.”


    Ilia continued to threaten Pashka, till his uncle suddenly got angry, and shouted at him, a thing that rarely happened. Ilia dimly felt that he could not be equal with the boys belonging to the house, and nursing his hidden enmity to Pashka, became still greater friends with Jacob. Jacob was a sober lad; he never fought with anybody and did not even shout. He scarcely ever played, but liked to talk about the games that rich children played at in their yards and in the public garden. Of all the children in the yard he made friends with no one except Ilia and seven-year-old Masha, Perfishka the shoemaker’s daughter. She was a dark little girl, thin and delicate; her little head, covered with black curls, was to be seen in the yard from morning till night.


    Her mother was always sitting at her door. She was a tall woman, with a thick plait down her back, always sewing and bending low over her work; when she lifted her head to look at her daughter, Ilia saw her face. It was fat, blue and rigid like that of a corpse, with kind, black, expressionless eyes. She never spoke to anyone, even calling her daughter to her side by signs, and only very rarely saying in a hoarse, choking voice, —


    “Masha.”


    At first there was something Ilia liked in this woman, but when he was told that three years ago she had lost the use of her feet and would soon die, he began to feel afraid of her.


    Once, as he passed close by her, she put out her arm, caught hold of his shirt and drew the frightened boy to her side.


    “I want to ask—” she said. “Don’t harm Masha, don’t harm her!”


    She spoke with difficulty; she seemed to be choking.


    “Don’t harm her, dear!”


    She looked into Ilia’s face with pitiful eyes, and let him go. From that moment Ilia and Jacob began to wait tenderly on the shoemaker’s daughter and tried to guard her from life’s hardships. Ilia felt flattered by the request of a grown-up person, because all the other grown-up people only gave orders, and always beat the little ones. The cabman, Makar, kicked and smacked the little boys’ faces with a wet towel if they came too near when he was washing his droshky. Savel got angry with everyone who looked into his smithy not for business but out of curiosity, and threw the coal-bags at the children. Perfishka threw anything that came handy at anybody who stopped near his window and got in his light. Sometimes they beat the children without any reason, just because they had nothing to do for the moment, or else as a joke. Only Father Jeremiah never beat anyone.


    Soon Ilia came to the conclusion that it was much better to live in the country than in town. In the country he could walk wherever he liked, while here his uncle forbade him to go out of the yard; in the country he could eat cucumbers, peas, and all sorts of things, while here there was no kitchen-garden and everything had to be bought with money. There it was quieter, and there was more space, there everyone did the same work, while here everyone scolded, pushed one another, did what work he liked, and all were poor, ate bread sown and reaped by others, and all were hungry. Ilia knocked about the yard from day to day, and began to get tired of living near the grey heavy house with its dusty windows.


    One day at dinner Uncle Terence sighed heavily and said to his nephew, —


    “The autumn is approaching, Ilia. M-yes. It’ll screw us up, it will — tightly. O God!”


    He sat reflecting and was quiet for a long time, looking despondingly into his plate of cabbage soup. The boy began to meditate too. They dined at the table on which the hunchback washed up. In the eating-house there was an awful din.


    “Petruha says I ought to send you to school together with his Jacob. Ha, ha! I know I ought to. Not to be able to read or write is as bad as to lose your eyes! you’re done for! But you must be decently clothed and shod for school! With five roubles a month one can’t go very far with clothing! O Lord! All my hope is in you.”


    What with his uncle’s sighs and sad face, Ilia felt his heart oppressed with grief, and he said quietly, —


    “Let’s go away from here.”


    “Where to?” drawled the hunchback, plaintively. “Where can we go to?”


    “Into the forest,” said Ilia, and with sudden animation continued: “How many years did my grandfather live in the forest all alone! And there are two of us! We would bark lime trees! We’d shoot foxes and squirrels, like Corney the Crooked. You’d have a gun, while I’d set traps. I would catch all sorts of birds. Really! Then there are lots of berries and mushrooms. Do let’s go?”


    His uncle looked at him kindly and asked, with a smile, —


    “And the wolves and bears?”


    “But if we had a gun?” answered Ilia, hotly. “When I grow up I sha’n’t be afraid of animals. I’ll strangle them with my hands! I’m not afraid of anything even now! Here it’s a hard living! Although I’m small, I see it all the same. Here people fight worse than in the country. Yes, I can feel; I’m not made of wood! When the smith knocks me on the head I feel it the whole day afterwards! And all the people here are battered about, in spite of their airs.”


    “You dear orphan of God!” said Terence, and, throwing down his spoon, rose hastily and went out.


    That same evening Ilia, tired out with rambling about in the yard, where he knew every corner, was sitting on the floor near his uncle’s table and listened half asleep to what Terence was saying to Jeremiah, who had entered the eating-house to drink tea. The rag-picker was great friends with the hunchback, and, coming home from work, always sat down near Terence’s table to drink his tea.


    “Never mind!” Ilia heard Jeremiah’s creaky voice saying. “Just you hope in God! Have only one thought — God! Him! You’re something like His serf — in the Holy Scriptures it is said, you are His slave, and all that belongs to you belongs to God! The good and the bad are all His! He’ll set everything to rights, He sees your life, He sees everything! And a happy day will come, when He will say to one of His angels: My heavenly servant! go and make life easier for Terence, my peaceful serf. And your happiness will come to you on that day — it will come!”


    “Grandfather, my hope is in Him, what can I do more?” said Terence, softly. “I believe He will help!”


    “He? I tell you, He will never abandon a single man on this earth. This earth is given to us by God to try us, to see if we will do His will. He looks down from the heights to see if we love each other. ‘Do you love each other as I told you to?’ And if He sees that it is too hard for Terence, He sends a message to Jeremiah saying: Jeremiah, just help My servant!”


    And suddenly changing his voice, and making it sound like Petruha the barman’s when he was angry, the old man said to Terence, —


    “For Ilia’s outfit I will give you five roubles. I’ll scrape a little and get them. I’ll lend them to you. When you get rich you’ll give them back.”


    “Grandfather!” exclaimed Terence, softly.


    “Stop, be quiet! Meantime give the boy over to me, he has nothing to do here! He’ll do me a service. He can pick up rags and bones and I won’t have to bend my old back.”


    “Oh, God bless you!” cried the hunchback in a ringing voice!”


    “The Lord gives to me, I — to you, you — to him, he — back again to the Lord, that’s how the wheel goes round, and nobody will owe anything to anybody. Ha, ha, ha! Dear me! Brother mine! I have lived and lived, looked and looked — I see nothing but God. Everything’s His, everything’s for Him, everything’s from Him.”


    Ilia fell asleep to the sound of these peaceful words. And on the next day Jeremiah woke him up early and said, —


    “Let’s go out, Ilia! Hurry up! Rub your eyes open!”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER III


    
      
    


    A PLEASANT life began for Ilia under the kind rule of Grandfather Jeremiah. Every day the old man woke the boy in the early morning, and the whole day long until late in the evening they walked about the town, gathering rags, bones, tom paper, bits of iron, pieces of leather. The town was very large, and there were many interesting sights to be seen, so that at first Ilia was a poor help to Jeremiah, as he did nothing but look at all the houses and people, wondering at everything and asking questions about all he saw. Jeremiah was fond of talking. Bending his head low and looking at the ground, he went from yard to yard, tapping with the iron end of his stick upon the flagstones, while he wiped the tears from his face with his tattered sleeve or with the end of his dirty bag and talked without stopping in a sing-song monotonous voice to his helpmate.


    “This house belongs to the merchant Ptchelin, Savva Petrovich. He is a rich man, is Ptchelin! He is served on silver and crystal.”


    “Grandfather!” asked Ilia, “how do people get rich?”


    “Oh! they labour for it, that means they work. They work day and night and gather money all the time. And when they’ve got enough, they build themselves a house, buy horses, plate and all such like. And everything new! And they hire clerks, porters and all sorts of people to work in their stead, while they rest and live. Then people say: He’s got rich by honest labour — h’m yes! But there are some who grow rich through sin. They say that merchant Ptchelin ruined his soul when he was yet a young man. Perhaps they say so out of jealousy, but perhaps it’s the truth. Ptchelin is a bad man, he has a furtive look in his eyes, they are constantly moving from side to side and try to hide themselves. But perhaps those are lies about Ptchelin. Sometimes a man gets rich all at once, simply through luck. Luck smiles on him. Heigho! God is the only One who lives in righteousness, while none of us know anything. We’re men. Men are God’s seeds, dear! God sowed us on the earth, saying: Grow, while I look down and see what sort of grain you will bear. That’s how it is. That house over there belongs to Sabaneieff, Mitri Pavlich. He’s still richer than Ptchelin. And he’s a regular villain — I know. I am not judging him, God judges, but I know for certain. He was bailiff in our village, and sold us all and robbed us of everything. God bore with him for a long time and then began to square accounts. First of all, Mitri Pavlich grew deaf, then his son was killed by his horses. And not long ago they say his daughter ran away from home.”


    The old man knew everything and everyone in the town and talked about everything quite simply, without spite. Everything that he talked about seemed to be pure, just as if he had washed each tale in his ever-flowing tears.


    The boy listened to him attentively, looking up at the enormous houses, and said now and then, —


    “If I could only peep inside, just with one eye.”


    “You shall have a glimpse. Wait a little. Just learn and work, when you grow up you will see everything. Perhaps you’ll be rich yourself. Just keep on living, oh, dear! oh, dear! Here have I lived and lived, looked and looked, and have ruined my eyes. The tears keep on flowing and that’s why I am thin and ill.


    I have melted away in tears, and my blood has dried up.”


    It was pleasant for Ilia to listen to the old man’s confident and loving discourse about God, and under the influence of his kindly words a cheerful and strong hope in something good and joyful that awaited him in the future sprang up in the boy’s heart. He became more lighthearted and childlike than in the beginning of his life in town. He began to help the old man in his rummaging in the rubbish with enthusiasm. It was very interesting to pick about in the different heaps of rubbish with a stick, and it was a particularly great pleasure to Ilia to see the old man’s joy when they found something unusual. Once Ilia found a big silver spoon in one of the dustbins, and the old man bought him a half pound of peppermint biscuits for it. Another time he dug out a small purse, covered with green mould, with more than a rouble in it. Sometimes they found knives, forks, screws, broken copper-ware, good tins from shoe-blacking and conserves, and once in a ravine, where the refuse of the whole town was heaped together, Ilia found quite a good, heavy brass candlestick. For each valuable thing the old man bought Ilia a present.


    When he found something valuable, Ilia would call out joyously, —


    “Grandfather, look, just look! There’s something for you! While the old man, bustling and anxious, would look round and admonish him, saying, —


    “Don’t cry out so loud! Don’t cry out! O Lord!” He always got frightened when they found anything unusual, and snatching it hastily from the boy, would hide it in his enormous bag.


    “This time I’ve caught a fine fish!” Ilia would boastfully call out, excited by his success.


    “Be quiet, hold your tongue, my dear child!” the old man would say kindly, while the tears trickled incessantly from his weak red eyes.


    “Look, grandfather, what a big bone!” Ilia would shout again.


    Bones and rags did not excite the old man; he would take them from the boy, scrape off the dirt with a chip of wood, and put them quietly in his bag. He made Ilia a small bag, and gave him a stick with an iron point of which the boy was very proud. Ilia would put in this bag boxes, broken playthings, and pretty bits of glass and china, and it was a pleasure to him to feel them at his back and to hear them knocking together. He learnt how to gather these things from Grandfather Jeremiah.


    “Pick up all these bits and take them home, there you can give them to the children, and that will be a pleasure to them. And a good thing it is to give pleasure to people — it is pleasant to the Lord. Ay, my dear boy! All people need joy, but there is little gladness in this world. There’s so little gladness that sometimes people live and live and never find it, never!”


    Ilia liked the refuse heaps outside the town better than going from yard to yard. No one was to be seen near these heaps except two or three old men like Jeremiah, who picked about in the rubbish; and there was no need to look round in fear of the dvornik with his broom, who might pounce down at any moment, using bad language and send them away, or even give them a blow.


    Every day, after having picked about in the rubbish heaps for an hour or two, Jeremiah would say to the boy, —


    “That’s enough, Ilia, dear, that’s enough! let’s sit down and rest, and eat something.”


    He would take out of his shirt a piece of bread, cross himself, break it in two, and they would eat; after that they lay down on the edge of the ravine and rested for half an hour. The mouth of the ravine opened upon the river which they could see. Broad and silvery blue, it quietly rolled past the ravine, and when Ilia looked upon it he felt a longing to float away down upon the stream. On the other side of the river stretched green meadows with haystacks, like grey towers dotted about, and far away on the horizon the dark zig-zag outline of a forest stood out sharply against the blue sky. It was peaceful and bright in the meadows and the air was pure and clear and sweet, while near the ravine it was heavy with the smell of decaying rubbish; an oppressive smell which tickled Ilia’s nose, and made his eyes water like the old man’s.


    “See, Ilia, dear, how extensive the earth is,” the old man would say, “and all over it men live and struggle, while God looks down upon them from the sky and sees and knows everything. Every thought of man — He knows. That’s why He is called All-knowing Lord, God of Sabaoth, Jesus Christ. He knows all, reckons up everything, remembers everything. You can hide your sins from man, but you can’t from Him. He sees, and He says: Oh, you sinner, you wretched sinner! Just wait, I’ll give you your deserts! And when the hour strikes — He’ll punish you, He’ll punish you badly. He told us to love each other, and ordained that if a person does not love anybody nobody loves him. And that person has to live all alone; his is a dreary life, and he has no joys.”


    Lying on his back the boy looked up at the sky and could not see the end of it. A sadness and a drowsiness crept over him, and big, obscure shapes rose in his imagination. It seemed to him, that something enormous and indefinable, transparently radiant, soothing and warming, kind and severe, floated above him in the sky, and that he, a little boy, together with the old man and the whole earth, was mounting up to it, to the limitless heights, the blue radiance of purity and light. And his heart was filled with a quiet and peaceful joy.


    In the evening, when Ilia came home he entered the yard with the important and stand-off air of a man who has done a good day’s work, wishes to rest, and has no time for nonsense like all the other boys and girls. He inspired respect in the children by his imposing carriage and the bag on his back, in which there were always interesting things.


    The old man smiled at the children and would make some joke.


    “Here we are back again, after going all over the town and poking our noses everywhere. Ilia, go and wash your face and come to the eating-house and have some tea.”


    Ilia would go swaggering to his cellar while the children went after him in a crowd, carefully feeling the contents of the bag. Then Pashka, getting into Ilia’s way, would say insolently, —


    “Eh, old clothes! Here, show us what you’ve brought.”


    “Just wait,” Ilia would answer loftily. “When I’ve had my tea I will show you.”


    In the eating-house his uncle would meet him, smiling kindly, —


    “So you’re back, little workman? Oh, you dear one, tired?”


    Ilia liked to be called a workman, and it was not only by his uncle that he was so called. Once Pashka got into mischief, and Savel got hold of him, and squeezing his head between his knees, began lashing him with a rope, repeating, —


    “Don’t get into mischief, you rogue, don’t get into mischief. That’s for you, and that, and that! Other children at your age earn their living, while you only eat and tear your clothes!” Pashka yelled at the top of his voice and kicked, while the rope fell heavily on his back. Ilia listened to the angry hurt cries of his enemy with a strange pleasure, and the words of the smith filled him with the consciousness of his superiority over Pashka, and then he felt sorry for the boy.


    “Uncle Savel, let him go!” suddenly he called out. “Uncle Savel!”


    The smith gave his son a last blow and, glancing at Ilia, said angrily, —


    “There you! hold your tongue! Interceder indeed! I’ll give it to you.”


    Pashka got on to his feet, and, stumbling as if he were blind, went off to a dark corner of the yard. Ilia, full of pity, went after him. In the corner Pashka went down on his knees, pressed his forehead against the wall, and, stroking his back, began to cry still louder. Ilia wanted to say something kind to his beaten enemy, but he only asked him, —


    “Does it hurt?”


    “Go away!” cried Pashka.


    This offended Ilia, and he said instructively, —


    “There, you beat everybody, now it’s your turn.” But before he had time to finish his sentence, Pashka threw himself upon him and knocked him down. Ilia got wild, caught hold of Pashka, and they both fell to the ground in a heap. Pashka bit and scratched, while Ilia, catching him by his hair, began knocking his head against the ground, until Pashka called out, —


    “Let me go!”


    “That’s better!” said Ilia, getting upon his feet and proud of his victory. “You see I’m stronger than you! Which means: don’t meddle with me or else I’ll beat you still more.”


    He went off, wiping the blood from his face with the sleeve of his shirt. In the middle of the yard stood Savel with an angrily lowered brow. Ilia, seeing him, shuddered with fear and stopped short, being certain that the smith was going to pay him back for what he had done to his son. But Savel only shrugged his shoulders and said, —


    “Well, what are you staring at me for? Have you never seen me before? Go where you were going.”


    In the evening, catching Ilia by the gate, Savel rapped him slightly on the forehead, and, smiling in a surly way, asked, —


    “How’s your business, rag-picker, eh?”


    Ilia chuckled delightedly — he was pleased.


    The fierce smith, the strongest man in the yard, whom everyone feared and respected, was actually joking with him. The smith caught hold of his shoulder with his iron fingers, and added to his gladness by saying, —


    “Oh, oh! — why, you are quite a strong boy; you won’t wear out soon. Well, go on growing; when you’re grown up I’ll take you into the smithy.”


    Ilia put his arms round the enormous leg of the smith and pressed himself against it. Savel must have felt the palpitation of the little heart, suffocated by his rough caress; he put his heavy hand on Ilia’s head, was still for a moment, and then said in a husky voice, —


    “Eh, you orphan! here, let go!”


    Radiant with happiness was Ilia that evening when he set about his usual occupation — giving away the treasures that he had gathered during the day. The children had long been waiting for him. They seated themselves on the ground round him, and gazed at the dirty bag with greedy eyes. Ilia took out of the bag a piece of chintz, a wooden soldier, who had lost all colour through his misfortunes, an empty tin of shoe-blacking, an empty jar of pomatum and a chipped teacup without a handle.


    “That’s for me, for me!” sounded envious voices, and little dirty hands stretched out for the much-desired objects.


    “Wait a bit; don’t touch,” ordered Ilia. “How can we play if you go and take everything at once? Here, I open my shop. I am selling a piece of chintz, the very best chintz! It costs fifty copecks. Masha, buy it.”


    “I’ve bought it,” answered Jacob, “for the shoemaker’s daughter,” getting out of his pocket a bit of earthenware prepared for the occasion, and putting it into the shopkeeper’s hand. But Ilia would not take it.


    “Why, that’s not playing! You must bargain, you devil! You never bargain. That’s not the way.”


    “I forgot,” answered Jacob in self-defence; and the bargaining would begin, the seller and the buyer getting hot over it, and in the meantime Pashka would cleverly catch hold of what he wanted out of the heap, run away, and, dancing about, would tease them.


    “I’ve stolen it! I’ve stolen it! you gaping fools! you devils!”


    At first his tricks made them all furious; the little ones screamed and cried, while Jacob and Ilia chased the thief all over the yard, but could seldom catch him. They soon got accustomed to his ways and did not expect any good of him; they all took a cordial dislike to him, and stopped playing with him; and Pashka lived an outcast and was disagreeable to everyone. Meanwhile big-headed Jacob was like a nurse to the shoemaker’s little curly-haired daughter. She accepted all his kindness and care as her due, and, although she called him little Jacob, she often beat and scratched him. His friendship for Ilia grew stronger and stronger every day and he was always telling his friend strange dreams.


    “It was as if I had lots of money, all roubles, an enormous bagful. I was dragging it along in a forest, when suddenly robbers appeared armed with knives, and dreadful looking. I began to run; and suddenly something in the bag began to flutter. I threw it down, and out of it different birds fluttered — fr-r-r! greenfinches, tomtits, goldfinches — numbers of them! They all caught me up and carried me high up, ever so high!” Then he would suddenly stop, his eyes protruding and a sheepish look on his face.


    


    “Well?” Ilia would encourage him, waiting for the end with impatience.


    “And I flew quite away,” Jacob would finish thoughtfully.


    “Where to?”


    “Oh, quite away.”


    “Just like you,” Ilia would say in a disappointed and scornful voice. “You never remember anything.” Presently Jeremiah would come out of the eating-house, and, shading his eyes, would call out, —


    “Little Ilia, where are you? Go to bed, it’s time.” Ilia would follow the old man obediently and lie down on his bed — a big sack stuffed with hay. His slumbers on this sack were sweet, and his life was easy under the care of the rag-picker, but very soon this happy time came to an end.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER IV


    
      
    


    GRANDFATHER JEREMIAH kept his word: he bought Ilia a pair of boots, a great, heavy coat and a cap, and the boy was sent to school. He went off full of curiosity and fear, and came back outraged and despondent, with tears in his eyes; the boys had recognised in him Jeremiah’s helpmate, and had set about teasing him mercilessly.


    “Rag-picker! stinking, stinking rag-picker!”


    Some of the boys pinched him, others put out their tongues at him, while one came close up to him, sniffing the air, and suddenly, with a grimace, sprang aside, crying out, —


    “What a stench!”


    “Why do they tease me?” he asked, perplexed and hurt. “Is there any disgrace in picking up rags?”


    “Never mind,” Terence answered, stroking the boy’s head and hiding his face from his nephew’s searching and questioning eyes. “They just do it out of mischief. Never mind, be patient. They’ll get accustomed to you, and you’ll get used to them.”


    “But they jeer at my boots and coat. They said it belonged to somebody else and had been pulled out of a dustbin.”


    Grandfather Jeremiah, winking cheerily, also comforted him, saying, —


    “Bear it. He’ll reckon it up; that He will, dear one. There’s nobody but Him.”


    The old man talked about God with such joy and faith in His righteousness, as if he knew all God’s thoughts and had fathomed all His intentions. And Jeremiah’s words seemed to extinguish the anger in the boy’s heart, but on the next day it blazed up with renewed force. Ilia was accustomed to look upon himself as a person of importance — a work man; even Savel the smith had talked to him benevolently, and yet the schoolboys laughed and jeered at him. He could not reconcile himself to this; and every day his mortification grew stronger and more deeply engraved in his mind and heart. Going to school became a heavy and disagreeable task to him. He held himself aloof. From the very beginning he had attracted the master’s notice by his intelligence, and was held up as an example to the other children, which put him on still worse terms with the other boys. Sitting on the front seat, he continually felt enemies behind his back, while they, having him always before their eyes, carefully observed everything that they could tease him about, and tormented him accordingly. Jacob also went to this school and did not stand high in the opinion of his schoolfellows, they nicknamed him “Sheep.” Absent-minded and of poor capacities, he was continually punished, but without effect. It seemed as if he did not notice what was going on around him, but lived apart by himself at school as well as at home. He had his own thoughts and nearly every day made Ilia wonder at his strange questions. One day he would ask thoughtfully, screwing up his eyes, —


    “Ilia! How is it — people have small eyes and can see everything? They can see a whole town. The whole street for instance. How can it get in, being so big?” Or, looking up at the sky, he would suddenly remark, “And the sun.”


    “What about it?” asked Ilia.


    “How it bakes!”


    “Well?”


    “Nothing. Do you know what I think? Perhaps it’s the husband and the moon is his wife. That’s how the stars come!”


    At first Ilia used to ponder over these strange words, but afterwards they began to disturb him, leading his thoughts away from events that concerned him closely. Of such events there were plenty, and the boy had got into the way of observing them closely. One day he came home from school, and grinning in a nasty way, said to Grandfather Jeremiah, —


    “What do you say to our master? He-he! He’s a knowing one! Yesterday the son of the shopkeeper Malafeieff broke a pane in the window, and he only scolded him a little and paid for a new glass with his own money.”


    “You see what a kind man he is,” said Jeremiah, affected.


    “Kind, indeed! And when Vanka Klucharoff broke a pane, he kept him without his dinner and then called Vanka’s father and said: ‘Give me forty copecks for the glass!’ And the father gave Vanka a licking! That’s the sort he is!”


    “Don’t notice such things, Ilusha,” the old man advised, blinking anxiously. “Consider that it is not your business. To sort out the right and wrong is God’s right and not ours! We can’t! We always see the wrong, but we never find the right. While He will consider all. He knows the weight and measure of all things. Here I’ve lived and lived, looked and looked. I’ve seen such lots of evil, it’s impossible to count it all. But the good I’ve not seen at all. I’m eighty years old. And yet it’s impossible that during all those years there never was any good near me on the earth. But I did not see it. I don’t understand it.”


    “Well,” said Ilia, doubtfully, “what is there to understand? If you take forty copecks from one, you must take forty from the other; there’s the right!”


    The old man did not acquiesce to this. He talked a great deal about himself and the blindness of men, that they cannot judge each other, and only God’s judgment is just. Ilia listened to him attentively, but his face grew more morose and his eyes darkened.


    “When will God sit in judgment?” he asked the old man suddenly.


    “Nobody knows! The hour will strike and He will descend from the clouds to judge the living and dead — but when? Nobody knows! Look here, let’s go to church on Saturday evening.”


    “All right!”


    “That’s it!”


    And on Saturday Ilia stood with the old man in the porch of the church, between two doors, together with the beggars. When the outer door opened, Ilia got a puff of frosty air from the street, his feet began to get chilled, and he tapped them softly on the stone floor. While through the glass door of the church he saw the flames of the candles mingling together into pretty patterns of trembling golden dots, and lighting up the radiant metal of the holy pictures, the black heads of the people, the faces of the saints and the beautiful carving of the Iconostasis. The people seemed to be kinder and more peaceful in the church than in the street; they were also handsomer in the golden radiance that lighted up their dark, silent and peaceful faces. When the door of the church opened a great wave of song, and the fragrance of incense, flowed into the porch, and enveloped the boy caressingly; he drew it in with rapture. It was good to stand there next to Grandfather Jeremiah, who was whispering prayers. He listened to the beautiful sounds that floated through the church, and waited with impatience for the moment when the door opened and they would burst upon him, loud and joyful, and he would get a whiff of fragrant, warm air in his face. He knew that Grishka Bubnoff, one of the most malicious teasers in the school, sang in the choir, and also Fedka Dolganoff, a strong boy and a great bully, who had beaten him several times; but he did not feel any offence or spite against them now, only a little envy. He too would have liked to sing in the choir, and look from thence at all the people’s faces. It must be nice to stand near the golden gates of the altar, above all the people, and look at their quiet, peaceful faces. He left the church kind and ready to make friends with Bubnoff and Dolganoff and all the schoolboys. But on Monday he came home the same as usual — morose and angry.


    In every crowd there is at least one man who feels oppressed by it, but that does not mean that he is any worse or better than all the rest. One can attract a spiteful attention to oneself without possessing exceptional capacities or a funny nose; the crowd chooses someone for its amusement, being guided only by the desire to divert itself. In this case the choice fell on Ilia Luneff. To be sure he would eventually have got reconciled to it, and the crowd to him, but just at this time of Ilia’s life there happened certain weighty events which quite crushed him and made his school life seem unimportant and insignificant.


    One day, as Ilia approached the eating-house with Jacob, he saw that something was going on near the gates.


    “Look!” he said to his schoolfellow, “there’s another fight, I suppose? Let’s run!”


    They dashed forward, and arriving at the yard saw a lot of strange people, with frightened faces, running about and calling out, —


    “Call the police! He must be bound!”


    Near the smithy a great crowd was assembled, silent and still. The children worked their way to the front and then recoiled. At their feet, on the snow, lay a woman, face downwards; the back of her head was covered with blood and something pasty, while the snow on which she lay was dark red. Near her was a crumpled white handkerchief and a pair of enormous forge tongs. In the door of the smithy sat Savel, huddled together, and looking at the woman’s hands. They were stretched forward, the wrists were dug deep into the snow, and the head lay between them, just as if the woman had tried to crawl away and hide herself. The smith’s eyebrows were knit together sternly, his face was drawn, his teeth clenched; his cheekbones stood out in two great lumps. His right hand rested on the post of the door and his black fingers worked like the claws of a cat; otherwise everything in the smithy was motionless. But it seemed to Ilia every minute as if the smith were going to open his tightly-compressed lips, and cry out with all the strength of his broad chest.


    The people looked at him silently; their faces were stern and determined, and although the yard was noisy and full of bustle, near the smithy there was neither sound nor movement. Suddenly Grandfather Jeremiah, dishevelled and covered with sweat, parted the crowd, and, with a trembling hand, held out to the smith a can of water, saying, —


    “Here, take a drink.”


    “It is not a drink that he deserves, but a loop round his neck,” said someone in a subdued voice. Savel took the can with his left hand, and drank for a long time; and when he had finished all the water, he looked into the empty can and began talking in a hollow voice.


    “I warned her. Stop, you carrion, I said, or else I’ll kill you! I forgave her — how many times did I forgive her? But she took no heed. Well, there! And Pashka, he’s an orphan now. Grandfather, look after him. God loves you. Have an eye on him.”


    “Oh, dear!” said the old man, softly, and touched the smith on the shoulder with his trembling hand, while a voice in the crowd said, —


    “Oh! the villain! And he talks about God too!” At that the smith lifted his terrible eyes and bellowed forth, —


    “What do you want? Be off, all of you!”


    His cry acted like a whip upon the crowd, which grumbled in a surly way and dropped back. The gigantic smith got on to his feet, made a step towards the dead woman, then suddenly turned back and went into the smithy. Everyone could see him as he sat down on the anvil, caught hold of his head, as if it ached insufferably, and began rocking himself backwards and forwards. Ilia felt sorry for the smith; he went away from the smithy, and, as one in a dream, began walking about the yard from one group of people to another, listening to what they said, but not understanding anything. Before his eyes he saw a red blot, while his heart was sorely oppressed.


    Then the police appeared and began to hustle the people about; afterwards they took the smith and led him away.


    “Good-bye, good-bye, grandfather! called out Savel, passing out of the gates.


    “Good-bye, Savel Ivanich, good-bye, dear,” hastily called out Jeremiah in a shrill voice, trying to go after him.


    And he was the only one who said good-bye to the smith.


    Standing about the yard in small groups, the people talked together, looking gloomily every now and then at the spot where the body of the woman, covered with a mat, was still lying. In the door of the smithy, in Savel’s place, sat a police soldier with a pipe in his mouth. He was smoking, spitting at intervals, and, looking with dim eyes at Grandfather Jeremiah, listened to what he was saying.


    “Do you think he killed her?” the old man was saying in a quiet and mysterious voice. “It was the evil power, that’s who it was. A man can’t kill another man. A man is good, he carries the image of God in himself. He cannot kill, it’s a lie, good people!”


    Jeremiah lifted his hands to his breast, as if he were pushing something from him, coughed, and continued to explain to the people the mystery of the event.


    “For a long time the Black One kept whispering in his ear: Kill her!”


    “A long time, do you say?” asked the policeman, with importance.


    “A long time. ‘She’s yours, she is,’ said he. But that’s not true. A horse is mine, a dog is mine, but a wife is — God’s. She’s a human soul. She took her part in all the hardships that God allotted to us in Eden and bears them together with us men. But the Black One kept on whispering: ‘Kill her, she’s yours!’ He wants us to go against God. He himself is God’s enemy and wants to find an ally in man.”


    “Anyhow, it was not the devil who caught her with the tongs, but the smith,” said the policeman, and spat on the ground. —


    “But who gave him the thought?” cried the old man. “Just consider, who was the prompter?”


    “Stop,” said the policeman. “What’s this smith to you? A son?”


    “Oh, no!”


    “Well, is he a relation?”


    “N-no, I have no relations.”


    “Well, then, what are you troubling about?”


    “I? O, Lord!”


    “Listen to what I’ll tell you,” said the policeman, severely; “old age makes you talk all this rubbish. Be off.”


    The policeman sent out of the corner of his mouth a thick cloud of smoke, and turned away from the old man; but Jeremiah lifted up his hands and again began to speak hurriedly in a shrill voice. Ilia, pale and with wide-open eyes, went away from the smithy and stopped at a group of people, in which isvoschik Makar, Perfishka, Matista, and the other women from the attic stood.


    “She led a loose life before her marriage, dears,” said one of the women. “I know for sure. Perhaps even Pashka isn’t the smith’s son, but the master’s of the gymnasium, who lived with the shopkeeper Malafeseff, and drank so.”


    “The one that shot himself?” asked Perfishka.


    “The very same. She began with him.”


    “Anyhow, for all that it isn’t right,” said Makar, gravely. “That’s far too simple. He’ll kill his woman, I — mine.”


    “There won’t be time to pick them all up,” said the merry shoemaker, Perfishka. “There, my wife is also good for nothing, anyhow I bear her.”


    “It’s a nice way you bear her, you devil!” said Matista, gruffly.


    Meanwhile Perfishka’s crippled wife crawled out into the yard, and, wrapped up in some rag or other, sat in her usual place at the entrance to the cellar. Her hands rested motionless in her lap, she lifted up her head and looked up at the sky with her black eyes. Her lips were tightly compressed and drooped at the corners. Ilia began to look first into the woman’s eyes and then into the depth of the sky, and the idea struck him that perhaps Perfishka’s wife saw God and was silently asking Him for something.


    Soon all the children gathered together in a close group at the entrance to the cellar. Huddling themselves up in their clothes, they sat on the steps, and, quite overwhelmed by an awe-stricken inquisitiveness, they listened to the tale of Savel’s son. Pashka’s face was drawn and his cunning eyes looked at everybody in an anxious and uneasy way; but he felt himself a hero; never had anyone paid so much attention to him as to-day. Repeating the same thing for the tenth time, he spoke in a reluctant, indifferent way, —


    “Three days ago, when she went away, my father clenched his teeth, and since then he has been angry and growling all the time. As for me, he pulled my hair for every little thing. I saw then — oho! And then she came. Our lodgings were locked — we were both in the smithy. I stood at the bellows. I saw her come up, stop at the door and ask for the keys. But my father took up the forge tongs and went at her. He came out to her quietly as if he were creeping. I even shut my eyes, I was so frightened. I wanted to cry out, ‘Run away, mother!’ but could not. I opened my eyes and saw him still creeping. His eyes glared. She began to retreat backwards, then turned her back on him, I suppose she wanted to run.” Pashka’s face worked and his thin, awkward body began to quiver. Heaving a deep sigh, he said, —


    “And then he banged her with the tongs.”


    All the children, who had been sitting motionless, began to tremble.


    “She tossed up her arms and fell, as if she had plunged into water.”


    He stopped, picked up a chip of wood, examined it carefully, and threw it away over the children’s heads. They sat motionless and silent, as if they were waiting for him to say something more; but he did not utter another word, and sat with his head bent down.


    “Did he kill her quite?” asked Masha in a shrill, trembling voice.


    “Fool!” said Pashka, without lifting his head.


    Jacob put his arms round the little girl and drew her closer to himself, while Ilia moved nearer to Pashka and asked him in a low voice, —


    “Are you sorry for her?”


    “And what business is that of yours?” responded Pashka, angrily.


    At that they all looked up at him in silence.


    “There! she was always walking the streets,” sounded Masha’s ringing voice, but Jacob hastily and anxiously interrupted her.


    “No wonder! You see what sort of a husband the smith was. Always gloomy, terrible and grumbling, while she was merry like Perfishka. It was dull for her with the smith.”


    Pashka looked at him and began to talk in a surly and dictatorial way like a grown-up person.


    “I said to her: ‘Look out, mother! He’ll kill you!’ She would not listen. She would only ask me not to say anything about it. She bought me presents, and the sergeant-major used to give me five - copeck pieces. I would bring him a note and he would give me five copecks. He was kind. And so strong, with enormous moustaches.”


    “And had he a sword?” asked Masha.


    “Yes, and what a size too!” answered Pashka, and added with pride, “I took it out of its sheath once — it was heavy, the devil!”


    Jacob said thoughtfully, —


    “And now you’re an orphan like Ilia.”


    “Nothing of the sort,” answered the orphan, disdainfully. “Do you think I’ll go picking up rags too? Rather not.”


    “I don’t mean that.”


    “I can do what I like,” said Pashka, proudly lifting up his head and with eyes flashing angrily. “I’m not an orphan. I’m just going to live all alone. My father did not want to send me to school, and now they are going to put him to prison, and I shall go to school and learn a bit better than you.”


    “But where will you get clothes from?” asked Ilia, smiling triumphantly. “They won’t take you in if you are in tatters — eh?”


    “Clothes? I will sell the smithy.”


    They all looked at Pashka with admiration and Ilia felt himself vanquished. Pashka noticed the impression he had made and soared still higher.


    “And I shall buy a horse, a real live horse! And I shall ride to school.”


    This idea so pleased him that he even smiled, but in a half-frightened way — the smile hovering for an instant on his lips and then suddenly disappearing.


    “Nobody will beat you any more,” said Masha, suddenly, looking at him enviously.


    “Oh! there will always be someone to do that,” said Ilia, decidedly.


    Pashka glanced at him, and, spitting defiantly on the ground, asked, —


    “Who? You? Just try.”


    But Jacob interrupted them again.


    “How strange it is, boys! Here was a human being who walked and talked and everything, like everyone else — she was alive — when someone knocked her on the head with a pair of forge tongs, and she’s no more!”


    The children, all three of them, looked at Jacob attentively, while his eyes protruded and remained wide open in a funny way.


    “Y-yes,” said Ilia. “I was thinking about that too.”


    “They say she’s dead,” continued Jacob, quietly, in a mysterious voice, “but what does dead mean?”


    “It means the soul has flown away,” explained Pashka, dismally.


    “To heaven,” added Masha, and, nestling against Jacob, looked up at the sky. The stars were beginning to come out; one of them — big and bright with a steady light — seemed close to the earth and looked at it with a cold, motionless gaze. The three boys also lifted up their faces; Pashka only for one moment, and then ran away. Ilia looked fixedly at one spot for a long time with fear on his face, while Jacob’s eyes wandered about the blue heavens as if they were searching for something.


    “Jacob,” called out his friend, lowering his head.


    “Ay?”


    “I’m thinking—” Ilia’s voice stopped short.


    ‘What about?” asked Jacob, softly.


    “About—”


    “Well?”


    “How — it isn’t right somehow — a human being was killed, and everyone bustled and ran about, talked all at once, but nobody cried, nobody was sorry.”


    “Y-yes, Jeremiah cried.”


    “He always does. But look at Pashka. He spoke just as if he was telling a tale.”


    “He’s showing off. He’s sorry but he’s ashamed to cry before us. But now he’s run off, and, I expect, he’s crying fit to break his heart.”


    They sat silently for a few minutes, sitting close to each other.


    Masha had fallen asleep on Jacob’s lap, while her face still remained lifted up to the sky.


    “Do you feel frightened?” asked Jacob in a whisper.


    “Yes,” answered Ilia in the same way.


    “Her soul will wander about here.”


    “Y-yes. Masha’s asleep.”


    “We must carry her home, but I’m afraid to move.”


    “Let’s go together.”


    Jacob rested the head of the sleeping child on his shoulder, put his arms round her thin little body, and, getting his feet with an effort, said in a whisper, —


    “Wait a bit, Ilia, I’ll go in front.”


    He went, staggering under the weight of his burden, while Ilia walked behind, almost touching the back of his friend’s head with his nose. It seemed to him that some invisible person was following him, breathing coldly on his neck and ready any moment to seize him. He touched his friend in the back and said in a scarcely audible whisper, —


    “Go on quicker!”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER V


    
      
    


    SOON after these events had occurred Grandfather Jeremiah began to grow ill. He went out rag-picking more seldom, and used to stop at home and wander drearily about the yard, or else lie in his dark corner. The spring was approaching, and on the days when the warm sun shone brightly in the clear sky, the old man would sit basking in the sun, anxiously counting something on his fingers, and noiselessly moving his lips. To the children he told his stories less frequently and not so well. He would begin, and then a fit of coughing would seize him. Something rattled in his chest, as if it were asking to be let free.


    “That’s enough for you!” Masha would tell him, although she liked the tales more than all the other children.


    “Wait a little!” the old man would say, half choking. “Wait a little, it will — stop — in a minute.”


    But his cough did not stop, and shook the withered body of the old man still more. Sometimes the children would disperse without waiting for the end of the tale, and as they went the old man would look after them in a piteous way.


    Ilia noticed that the old man’s illness caused great anxiety to the barman, Petruha, and Uncle Terence. Petruha would appear at the back door of the eating-house several times a day, and, looking at the old man with his merry grey eyes, would ask, —


    “How are you getting on, Grandfather? Are you better?”


    Broad-shouldered and strong, in a pink chintz shirt, he walked about with his hands in the pockets of his wide cloth trousers, which were tucked into his shining, finely-wrinkled boots. In his pockets he was always rattling money. His round head was beginning to get bald, but still he had many light-coloured curls, which he was always shaking in a sprightly manner. Ilia had never liked him, but now his feeling of dislike grew stronger and stronger. He knew that Petruha did not like Grandfather Jeremiah. One day he heard the barman say to Uncle Terence, —


    “Terence, you must keep an eye on him. He’s a miser! I expect he has a good bit hoarded up in his pillow. Don’t lose your chance! The old mole hasn’t long to live; you’re his friend, and he has not a soul related to him. Take it to heart, my beauty.”


    Old Jeremiah passed his evenings in the eating-house with Terence, talking to the hunchback about God, goodness and human life. The hunchback, living in town, had become still uglier. He looked as if he had got soaked through with his work; his eyes had grown dim and timid, his body seemed as if it had partly melted in the heat of the eating-house. His dirty shirt kept constantly riding up his hump, and when he talked to anyone he held his hands behind his back and pulled it down with a quick jerk — looking as if he were hiding something in his enormous hump.


    When Grandfather Jeremiah sat in the yard, Terence used to come out on to the steps and look at him, screwing up his face and shading his eyes. His little yellow beard would quiver, and he would ask in a weak, guilty voice, —


    “Grandfather Jeremiah, do you need anything?”


    “Thank you. Nothing. I need nothing now,” the old man would answer, and the hunchback would turn round on his thin legs and walk away. Meantime the old man grew worse and worse every day.


    “I suppose I sha’n’t get better,” said he one day to Ilia, who was sitting by his side. “I suppose the time has come for me to die. Only—”


    Jeremiah looked suspiciously round and continued in a whisper, —


    “It is too soon, Ilia, dear! I have not finished my work. I have not had time. The money. I’ve hoarded the money seventeen years. I wanted to gather it for the church. I wanted to build a church in my village.


    It’s necessary — oh! so necessary — for people to have God’s churches. Our only refuge is in God. I have amassed too little, it won’t be enough. And what I have I don’t know what to do with. Oh Lord! teach me. But the crows are flying about and croaking, they scent something. Ilia, dear, remember, I have money. Don’t say a word, but just remember.”


    Ilia listened to the old man’s words, felt proudly conscious that an important secret had been given into his keeping, and guessed who the crows were to whom the old man had referred with so much fear and sorrow. A few days later, when he had come home from school and was undressing in his corner, Ilia heard strange sounds in Grandfather Jeremiah’s den. Someone was muttering, sobbing and gasping, as if he were being choked. At intervals Ilia could distinctly hear a hissing sound.


    “Sh — sh — stand off!”


    The boy tried the door timidly — it was locked. Then he called out in a trembling voice, —


    “Grandfather!”


    From behind the door in answer he heard a hasty choking whisper, —


    “Sh — sh — Lord, mercy, mercy, mercy!” And suddenly all was still. Ilia sprang away from the door, not knowing what to do, but the next instant he put his face against a chink in the partition and remained transfixed, quivering all over. The old man’s tiny room was in a dim haze. The light scarcely penetrated through a small, dirty window. The snow was melting outside and Ilia could hear the drops splashing against the window-pane, and the water running from the yard into the pit under the window. He looked and saw the old man lying, chest uppermost, on his bed, waving his arms silently.


    “Grandfather!” called the boy, dismally.


    The old man shuddered, lifted up his head and began muttering loudly, —


    “Sh — Petruha, look, God! That’s for Him! that’s for His church. Sh — you crows. Lord, it’s your’s. Yours — keep — save — mercy — mercy — mercy.”


    Ilia was trembling with fright, but could not move; he saw Jeremiah’s black, withered hand waving helplessly in the air and menacing someone with a crooked finger.


    “Look you, that’s God’s! don’t dare!”


    And then the old man pulled himself together, shivered, and suddenly sat up in bed. His white beard quivered like the wing of a flying pigeon; he stretched out his arms, and, giving someone a great push, fell on the floor.


    Ilia shrieked and fled away, the hissing noise sounding in his ears, pursuing him, —


    “Sh — sh!”


    He rushed into the eating-house and called out breathlessly, —


    “Uncle, he’s dead!”


    Terence gave a sigh and began stamping first with one foot then with the other, pulling down his shirt and looking at Petruha, who stood behind the bar.


    “Uncle, go quick!”


    “Well, what are you waiting for?” said Petruha, severely. “Get along! Peace unto his soul! He was a good old man. By the way, I’ll go and have a look too. Ilia, stop a bit here — if anything should be required run and fetch me, d’you hear? Jacob, you stand behind the bar. I’ll be back soon.”


    Petruha walked out of the eating-house leisurely, tapping loudly with his heels, and the boys heard him say behind the door, —


    “Go on, go on quicker, fool’s head!”


    Ilia was very frightened by all that he had seen and heard, but his fright did not prevent him from noticing everything that went on around him.


    “Did you see him die?” asked Jacob from behind the bar. Ilia looked at him and answered by a question,—” Why have they gone there?”


    “To see! You called them!”


    Ilia was silent; then he shut his eyes tightly and said, —


    “Well, it was fearful! How he pushed him!”


    “Whom?” said Jacob, curiously.


    “The devil!” answered Ilia, after a moment’s thought.


    “Did you see?”


    “Eh?”


    “Did you see the devil?” exclaimed Jacob in a low voice, running up to him; but his friend shut his eyes again and did not answer.


    “Were you frightened?” asked Jacob, pulling him by his sleeve.


    “Wait a bit!” suddenly said Ilia, mysteriously. “I — I’ll run away for a minute — all right? But you won’t tell your father; will you?”


    “All right! And then come back here.”


    Excited by a sudden thought, Ilia rushed out of the eating-house and, in a few seconds, was in the cellar. Cautiously, making no sound, like a mouse, he crept up to the chink in the partition and pressed his face against it. The old man was still alive — he was gasping; but Ilia could not see him, he was lying on the floor at the feet of two black living figures, which in the dim light seemed to melt into one big, ugly shape. After a time Ilia made out his uncle, kneeling on the old man’s bed, and holding the pillow, which he was hastily sewing up. He could distinctly hear the rustle of the thread being drawn through the stuff. Petruha stood behind Terence, bending over him. Suddenly he shook his curls and whispered reproachfully, —


    “Be quick, you idiot! I told you to keep a needle and thread in readiness. But of course you didn’t and now you’ve had to thread it. Oh, you duffer! You could not even look properly. Anyway, let’s leave him in peace. It will be enough as it is. Do you hear? Come to your senses, you duffer!”


    Petruha’s whispering, the gasping sighs of the dying man, the rustle of the thread and the plaintive noise of the water running into the pit under the window, all these sounds melted together into a dull noise, that made everything confused in the boy’s mind. He quietly drew away from the wall and went out of the cellar. A big black spot went round like a wheel before his eyes with a hissing noise, which made him feel faint and sick. As he went up the steps to the eating-house, he had to take hold of the banisters tightly, and lifted his feet with difficulty; when he got to the door he stopped and began to cry softly. Jacob seemed to be dancing before his eyes and saying something. Then someone gave him a push in the back and Perfishka’s voice said, —


    “Who? What? Why? B-but, what — dead? Ah! d-devil!” And again giving Ilia a hard push, the shoemaker dashed down the stairs so violently that they cracked beneath his feet. At the bottom he stopped and cried out in a loud, wailing voice, —


    “W-well, my!”


    Ilia heard his uncle and Petruha mounting the stairs and he did not want them to see him crying, but he could not keep back his tears.


    “Jacob!” cried Petruha, “run and fetch Mihei, the police-sergeant. Tell him the rag-picker has been called to his account — sharp!”


    “Oh, you!” exclaimed Perfishka. “So you have been there already? M — m.”


    Terence walked past his nephew without looking at him. But Petruha put his hand on Ilia’s shoulder and said, —


    “What! crying? Well, cry away, it shows you are a grateful lad, who can appreciate the good that’s done to him. The old man was a great benefactor to you.” He was silent for a moment and then, taking Ilia quietly aside, added, —


    “But all the same, don’t stand in the door.”


    Ilia wiped his face with the sleeve of his shirt and looked round. Petruha was already behind the counter, shaking his curls. In front of him stood Perfishka, smiling knowingly. But his face, in spite of the smile, looked as if he had just lost his last copeck at toss up.


    “Well, what do you want, Perfishka?” asked Petruha, severely, knitting his brows.


    “I? M — m. Won’t there be a tip?” asked Perfishka suddenly.


    “What for?” asked the barman, slowly.


    “Oh, dear!” cried the shoemaker, stamping his foot. “My mouth is large enough, but the pie is not for me. So be it. One word — I wish you luck, Peter Yakimich.”


    “What’s that? what are you jabbering about?” asked Petruha, with a pacifying smile.


    “Oh, I was only speaking out of the simplicity of my heart and brain.”


    “I suppose you want a drink, is that what you’re aiming at? He, he, he!”


    “Ha, ha, ha!” echoed the pleased laugh of the shoemaker.


    Ilia shook his head as if he were shaking something off, and went out.


    That night he went to bed late and not in his usual corner, but in the eating-house, under the table on which Terence washed up. The hunchback put his nephew to bed and began wiping the tables. On the counter a lamp was burning, lighting up the big teapots and bottles in the cupboard. In the eating-house it was dark, the black night looked through the windows, a fine rain was falling and the wind rustled softly. Terence, looking like an enormous hedge-hog, moved the tables about and kept sighing. When he approached the lamp a dark shadow fell from him on the floor, which, it seemed to Ilia, was Grandfather Jeremiah’s soul, creeping after his uncle and hissing,—” Sh — sh!”


    The boy felt cold and frightened. The damp suffocated him — it was Saturday, the floor had just been washed and was smelling of rot. He wanted to ask his uncle to lie down under the table by his side, but something seemed to have come between him and his uncle. His imagination kept calling up before his eyes the bent figure of Grandfather Jeremiah with his white beard, and in his ears the kind, grating voice resounded, —


    “My son, my son! Our Lord knows what we can bear. It’s all right.”


    “Won’t you lie down?” said Ilia, losing patience at last, in a plaintive voice.


    The hunchback shuddered and stood still. Then he asked timidly, —


    “Who’s there?”


    “I; it’s time to go to bed, I say.”


    “At once! at once! at once!” the hunchback said hurriedly, and began walking rapidly about among the tables. It was clear to Ilia that his uncle was also afraid, and he said to himself, with a feeling of pleasure, “That’s what you deserve.”


    The rain was beating a tattoo on the windows and somewhere dull thuds resounded. The flame of the lamp quivered and the teapots and bottles seemed to smile silently. Ilia covered his head with his uncle’s coat and lay hardly daring to breathe. Suddenly something began to move about close to him. He grew cold with fright, uncovered his head and saw Terence kneeling down with his head bent so low that his chin touched his chest, and whispering, —


    “Lord, our Father — Lord!”


    His whispers sounded like Grandfather Jeremiah’s gasps. The darkness in the room seemed to move, the floor to sway with it, and the wind howled in the chimneys, —


    “Uh, Uh, Uh!”


    “Don’t pray!” cried Ilia in a ringing voice.


    “Oh, dear! what’s the matter?” said the hunchback in a half whisper. “Go to sleep, for Christ’s sake!”


    “Don’t pray!” persisted the boy.


    “A-all right, I won’t.”


    The darkness and damp began to oppress Ilia still more, he felt a difficulty in breathing, and a feeling of dread, of pity for the old man and of anger towards his uncle seethed in his breast. He tossed from side to side on the floor, and at last sat up and groaned.


    “What’s the matter? what’s the matter?” whispered his uncle in a fright, catching hold of his hands. But Ilia pushed him away, and, with tears of pain and dread in his voice, muttered, —


    “Lord! If I could hide myself somewhere — away from all — O Lord!”


    Tears choked him. He drew in with difficulty a gulp of the foul air and began to sob, pressing his face against the floor.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VI


    
      
    


    A GREAT change took place in Ilia’s character after these events. Up till now he had kept aloof only from his schoolmates, because he could not reconcile himself to their behaviour towards him, and did not wish to give way and make friends with them; and in the eating-house he had been sociable and confiding, and the attention of grown-up people gave him pleasure. But now he began to avoid everyone, and grew serious beyond his years. A reserved expression appeared on his face, his lips were tightly compressed, he took to observing the grown-up people narrowly, and, with a provoking look in his eyes, listened to what they talked about. The remembrance of what he saw the day Grandfather Jeremiah died troubled him, and it seemed to him that he too, together with Petruha and his uncle, was guilty before the old man. Perhaps the dying man saw them robbing him, and thought that it was he, Ilia, who had told Petruha about the money. This idea gradually took possession of him, and filled his heart with consternation and pain. It was always present with him, and fostered a feeling of suspicion that he was beginning to have towards everyone. When he noticed something bad in anyone, he felt more light-hearted, as if his own sin had been diminished thereby. And much evil, indeed, did he find in men. Everyone called barman Petruha, “receiver of stolen property” and “rascal” behind his back, but to his face everyone made up to him, bowed respectfully and called him Peter Yakimich. Everyone used some bad word to Matitsa; when she was tipsy they pushed and beat her; once, when she was drunk, she sat down under the kitchen window, and the cook emptied the slops on to her head. But everyone profited by her services, giving her in return nothing but bad language and blows. Perfishka would call her in to wash his sick wife, Petruha made her clean the eating-house before great holidays, without any payment, and Terence made her sew shirts for him. She went to everyone, did everything well, and without murmuring; she liked to nurse sick people, and liked to look after children.


    Ilia saw that the person who worked most of all — the shoemaker, Perfishka — was the general laughingstock of the yard, and that they only cared for him when he was tipsy, and sat with his harmonica in his hands in the eating-house, or walked about the yard, playing, and singing merry and funny songs. No one took any notice of him when he carefully brought out his sick wife, nor when he put his little daughter to bed, covering her with kisses, and making faces to amuse her; neither did they pay any attention when he taught Masha to cook the dinner and tidy the room, laughing and joking the while, and then sat down and worked till late at night, bending double over a torn and dirty boot.


    When the smith was led away to prison, no one thought of his son except the shoemaker. He took Pashka at once, and the boy twisted and waxed his thread for him, swept his room, brought the water, and ran on errands to the shop for bread and kvass and onion. Everyone saw the shoemaker tipsy on holidays, but no one heard him talking to his wife, when sober, the next day, —


    “You must forgive me, Dunia. You know I drink, not because I’m a lost drunkard, but because I’m tired. The whole week there’s nothing but work, it’s dull. Well, one takes a drink.”


    “But do I blame you? O Lord! I pity you,” his wife would say in a hoarse voice, and something would rattle in her throat. “Do you think I don’t see your labour? The Lord has made me a stone round your neck. If I could only die! If I could set you free!”


    “Don’t speak like that, I don’t like such talk. I hurt you, and not you me. But that isn’t because I’m bad, but because I’m weak. One day we’ll go to another street, and everything will be different — windows, doors, everything. The windows will open into the street. We’ll cut out a boot in paper and we’ll stick it to the glass; that will be our sign-board. And the people will come to us. The work will start. Oh, my! We’ll live well and make money.”


    Ilia knew Perfishka’s life in all its details, knew that he struggled on, like a stranded fish, and respected him for his readiness to joke and laugh with everyone and for his splendid performance on the harmonica.


    Petruha did nothing but sit behind the counter, play draughts with his acquaintances, drink tea from morning till night and abuse the waiters. Soon after Jeremiah’s death he began to accustom Terence to stand behind the counter and sell, while he only walked about the yard, whistling, examining the house from all sides, and even knocking the walls with his fists.


    And many more things did Ilia notice, but they were all bad and wretched, and kept pushing him more and more away from men. Sometimes the impressions and ideas with which his mind was teeming made him long to talk freely to someone; but he did not feel inclined to talk to his uncle: after Jeremiah’s death something intangible but impenetrable had grown up between Ilia and his uncle, something that prevented the boy from approaching him as closely and easily as before. Jacob too could not explain things to him, living as he did apart from everything, occupied with his own thoughts.


    The death of the old rag-picker had made him feel sad. He would often speak of him with a piteous face and voice.


    “How dull it is! If Grandfather Jeremiah were alive he would tell us tales; nothing is better than tales. He knew good ones.”


    “He knew everything,” Ilia would answer gloomily. One day Jacob said to his playmate mysteriously,—” If you like I’ll show you something.”


    “Of course I would like it.”


    “But first you must swear you won’t tell anybody.”


    “By God, I won’t say a word!”


    “Say: let me be damned anathema.”


    Ilia repeated the oath, and then Jacob led him to a corner of the yard, to the old lime tree. There he took off a piece of bark, that was ingeniously fastened to the trunk, and under it there appeared a big hole in the tree. It was a big hollow that had been enlarged with a knife, and prettily decorated inside with different coloured rags and bits of paper, with lead from packets of tea and bits of foil. In the bottom of the hollow stood a small icon made of brass, and in front of it was fastened the end of a wax candle.


    “Did you see?” asked Jacob, fitting in the piece of bark.


    “I saw, but what’s it for?”


    “It’s a chapel,” explained Jacob. “I’ll leave my room and come here quietly at night and light the candle and pray. All right?”


    Ilia liked his playmate’s idea, but he saw at once the danger of the device.


    “And if somebody sees the light? Your father will give you a beating.”


    “In the night — who’ll see? Everybody sleeps at night, it’s quite quiet on the earth. I’m — small; in the daytime God won’t hear my prayer. But at night it will be heard! It will, won’t it?”


    “I don’t know. Perhaps He’ll hear,” said Ilia, thoughtfully, looking at the pale face and big eyes of his friend.


    “Will you pray with me?” asked Jacob.


    “What do you want to pray about?” asked Ilia at the same time. And they both smiled at each other.


    “I will pray,” said Ilia, “to be clever and also that I shall have everything that I wish; and you?”


    “And I also.”


    But after a few moments’ thought Jacob explained,—” I just wanted to pray — for nothing. Just pray and nothing else. And He can do as He likes, give what He wishes. But if you want to pray so, I will too.”


    “All right,” said Ilia.


    They decided to begin praying that very night, and both lay down with the firm resolution of waking up in the night. But they did not wake up either that night or the next or for many nights; and afterwards new impressions quite effaced the chapel from Ilia’s mind.


    On the same lime tree, in which Jacob had made his chapel, Pashka used to hang snares to catch greenfinches and tomtits. Pashka led a hard life; he had grown thin, his face was drawn and his eyes glanced from side to side like the eyes of a carnivorous animal. He had no time now to run about the yard; he worked the whole day long for Perfishka, and only on holidays, when the shoemaker was drunk, his playmates saw him. Pashka asked them what they learnt at school, and frowned enviously, listening to their tales, which were full of boasting and conscious superiority.


    “Don’t turn up your noses too high. I’ll learn too.”


    “Perfishka won’t let you.”


    “I’ll run away,” Pashka said decidedly.


    And in fact, soon after this conversation, the shoemaker walked about the yard, laughing and saying,— “Just think of my apprentice! He’s run away, the little devil! The leather profession did not suit him.”


    It was raining that day. Ilia cast a look at untidy Perfishka, then at the grey, dull sky, and he felt sorry for his dare-devil playmate. They were both standing under the roof of the cart-shed, close against the wall, and looking at the house. It seemed to Ilia that the house was growing lower and lower, as if it were sinking into the ground with the weight of time. The old ribs of the house seemed to protrude more and more, as if all the dirt, that had accumulated during many years, was thrusting the house asunder and that it could no longer resist the pressure. Permeated with many woes, always resounding with drunken cries and bitter drunken songs, shaken and crushed by the stamping of feet on its floors — the house seemed as if it could no longer live, and was falling slowly asunder, looking piteously at God’s light through its dim window-panes.


    “Oh, dear!” said the shoemaker. “Soon the basket will burst and all the mushrooms will be scattered on the damp earth. We, the inhabitants, will disperse in all directions. We’ll have to look for dens in other places. When we find them we’ll begin to live differently. Everything will be different — windows, doors, and even the bugs will bite differently. The sooner the better! I’m tired of this pigsty — although I’m accustomed to it — may it come to an untimely end!”


    But the shoemaker’s wish was in vain, the house stood firm, and was bought by the barman, Petruha. Having bought it, he walked about two whole days and touched and picked the heap of rotting wood in a preoccupied sort of way. Bricks and boards were brought, the house was enveloped in scaffolding and groaned and shivered under the blows of axes for about three months. It was sawn and chopped, nails were knocked in, its rotten ribs were broken out in a cloud of dust, new ones were put in, and at last, having made it broader with a new outhouse, the whole was covered with thin planks. Short and broad, the house now stood straight and firm, just as if it had shot forth new roots deep into the ground. In the front, close to the roof, Petruha hung a big signboard, on which was written in gold letters on a blue background: —


    “P. Y. Filimonoff’s Joyous Refuge for Friends.”


    “But all the same it’s rotten inside,” said Perfishka, one day.


    Ilia heard and smiled approvingly. To him too the patched-up house seemed a fraud, and he thought of Pashka, who was living in some other place and looking out on a different scene. Ilia, like the shoemaker, had dreamt of other windows, doors and people. Now it was still worse in the house than before. The old lime tree was chopped down, and the quiet corner near it had disappeared, occupied by a new building. All the other favourite haunts, where the children had loved to talk, had disappeared also. Only where the smithy had stood, behind an enormous heap of chips and rotting wood, was a quiet corner, but Ilia found it fearful to sit there; he was always picturing to himself Savel’s wife lying under that heap with a broken head.


    Petruha gave Terence a new apartment, a small room next to the eating-house, into which, through the thin wooden partition, covered with green wall-paper, penetrated all the sounds of the eating-house and the smell of vodka and the tobacco smoke. It was clean and dry, but worse than the cellar. The window opened on to the grey wall of the cart-shed, and no glimpse could be seen of the sky, or the sun, or the stars, while out of the cellar window one could see all this if one knelt.


    Uncle Terence put on a lilac shirt, and on the top of that a pea-jacket, which fitted him as if it were hanging on a box, and stood behind the counter from morning till night. Now, when he talked to the men, instead of “thou” he said “you” in an abrupt, hard voice like a dog’s bark, and looked at them from behind the counter like a faithful hound guarding its master’s property. He bought Ilia a grey cloth jacket, boots, coat and hat, and when the boy put them all on he thought of the old rag-picker. He scarcely ever spoke to his uncle, and life went by monotonously and slowly. His mind was full of extraordinary, unchildish thoughts and feelings, a heavy weariness oppressed him. He began to think oftener of the country; he was much more sure now that life was better there; it was quieter, simpler and more comprehensible. He remembered the forests of Kerjentz, and Uncle Terence’s tales about the hermit, Antipe, and the thought of Antipe awoke another — about Pashka. Where was he? Perhaps he too had run away into the forest, had dug himself a cave and lived in it. The wind moans in the forest, the wolves howl; this is terrible to listen to, yet sweet. And in the winter, in good weather, everything glistens like silver, and all is still, so still, that nothing is heard except the crunching of the snow under one’s feet, and the beating of one’s heart, if one stands motionless for a moment.


    But in town all is noisy and obscure, even the nights are full of sound. Songs resound, shrieks for help, groans, isvoschiks pass, and the noise of the cabs and carts makes the glass shake in the windows. The boys at school pass their time in yelling and horseplay, the grown - up people shout, swear, fight and drink; and all this is not only disturbing, but even dangerous sometimes. Everyone seems reckless, and is either a thief like Petruha, or malignant like Savel, or worth nothing at all like Perfishka, Uncle Terence, Matitsa. Ilia was especially struck by the inexplicably bad behaviour of the shoemaker.


    One day, when Ilia was ready to go to school, Perfishka came into the eating-house all dishevelled, as if he had not slept, and stood silently near the counter, looking at Terence. His left eye kept quivering and screwing up, while his lower lip drooped comically. Uncle Terence glanced at him, smiled, and poured him out a glass of vodka for three copecks, Perfishka’s usual portion. Perfishka took the glass with a trembling hand, emptied it into his mouth, but did not give a grunt or swear, and did not even ask anything to eat. He again began to stare at the barman with his strangely-quivering left eye, while his right one was dim, motionless, and looked as if it could not see anything.


    “What’s the matter with your eye?” asked Terence.


    Perfishka rubbed his eye, glanced at his hand, and said distinctly, —


    “My wife, Avdotia Petrovna, is dead.”


    “O-oh?” drawled Uncle Terence, and, glancing at the icon, crossed himself.


    “Let her soul rest in heaven!”


    “Ay?” asked Perfishka, staring fixedly at Terence’s face.


    “I say: let her soul rest in heaven.”


    “Yes — she’s dead!” said the shoemaker, and suddenly turned and went away.


    “Queer fellow!” said Uncle Terence, shaking his head dolefully. And Ilia too thought the shoemaker a queer fellow. As Ilia was going to school he entered the cellar for a minute to have a look at the body. The place was dark and crowded. The women had come from the attic, and, standing together in the corner where the bed stood, were speaking in a half whisper. Matista was trying on a dress for Masha, and asking, “Is it tight under the arms?”


    And Masha, spreading out her arms, was saying capriciously.


    “Y-y-yes!”


    The shoemaker sat on the table all huddled up, and looked at his daughter with his blinking eyes. Ilia glanced at the plump white face of the dead woman, thought of her dark eyes, now closed for ever, and went off, with a heavy, painful feeling at his heart. When he came back from school and entered the eating-house, he heard Perfishka playing on his harmonica and singing in a jaunty voice, —


    


    “‘Oh, my dear one,


    You have taken my heart away.


    Why have you taken my heart away,


    And where have you thrown it?’


    


    “Oh, dear me! The women have turned me out! ‘Go away,’ they cried, ‘you unnatural monster! You drunken mole.’ I’m not angry — I’m patient — abuse me, beat me! only let me live a little! do let me, please! Heigho! brothers! Everybody wants to live decently — that’s what’s the matter. Everyone’s soul is the same, whether he’s Vaska or Jacob!


    


    “‘Who is it that’s wailing there?


    What d’ye want, what’s ailing there?


    Be still, don’t bruise your head,


    Nibble away at your dry bread!’”


    


    Perfishka’s queer face was desperately merry. Ilia looked at him with disgust and fear. It seemed to him that God must punish the shoemaker severely for behaving in such a way on the very day his wife had died. Yet Perfishka was drunk the next day too; he stumbled after the coffin, blinking his eyes and even smiling. Everyone abused him, and one man even gave him a blow on the neck.


    “This is a job for you, oho!” said Ilia to Jacob, the evening after the funeral. “What do you say of Perfishka? A regular bad lot!”


    “Let him go to the dogs!” said Jacob, indifferently.


    Ilia had for some time noticed that Jacob was greatly changed. He scarcely ever walked about the yard, but sat all day in his room and even seemed to shun meeting Ilia. At first Ilia thought that Jacob was beginning to feel jealous of his success at school, and stayed in the house learning his lessons; but he soon found out that Jacob’s school work was not improving, the master was constantly abusing him for his absent-mindedness and inability to understand the simplest things. Jacob’s attitude to Perfishka did not astonish Ilia, as he seldom paid any attention to what was going on in the house, but Ilia wanted to know what was happening to his friend, and he asked, —


    “What’s the matter with you? Don’t you want to go on being friends with me?”


    “I? don’t want to be friends? What’s that you’re saying?” exclaimed Jacob in astonishment and began to speak hurriedly.


    “I will tell you something. Go home — I’ll come in a minute — I’ve got something to show you.”


    He started up and ran away, while Ilia, full of curiosity, went to his room. Jacob soon came running back. He locked the door after him, and, coming up to the window, took out of his shirt a red book.


    “Come here!” he said importantly in a quiet voice, sitting down on Uncle Terence’s bed and pointing to a place by his side. Then he opened his book, put it on his knees, doubled himself up over it, and, drawing his finger along the grey pages, began to read: —


    ‘“And suddenly the brave knight saw a mountain in the distance reaching to the sky, and in the middle of it an iron door. His manly heart was alight with the flame of valour, he lowered his spear and dashed forward with a loud cry, digging the spurs into his horse, and with all his mighty strength hurled his spear against the door. Then a dreadful thundering noise was heard, the iron door flew into pieces, and at the same time flame and smoke appeared out of the mountain and a mighty voice resounded, causing the earth to tremble and stones to fall from the mountain at the feet of the knight’s horse. “Aha! you have come, insolent fool! I and death have been waiting for you a long time.” The knight, blinded with the smoke’—”


    “Who is he?” asked Ilia, amazed, as he listened to his friend’s voice trembling with emotion.


    “What?” answered Jacob, lifting his pale face from the book.


    “What is a knight?”


    “That — on horseback — with a spear, he is called Raoul the Fearless. The dragon had stolen his bride, the beautiful Louisa; but — just listen, stupid!” exclaimed Jacob, impatiently.


    “Go on! go on! No, wait — what’s a dragon?”


    “A serpent with wings and feet, its claws are of iron, it has three heads, and they all spit out fire — you understand?”


    “That’s grand!” said Ilia, opening wide his eyes. “Won’t it give it to him?”


    “Bother you!”


    Sitting close to each other, quivering with curiosity and a strange, delightful feeling of fear, the boys entered a new magic land, where great evil monsters fell under the mighty blows of brave knights, where everything was majestic, beautiful and marvellous and in no way resembled this grey, dull life. There were no drunken men, covered with tatters, and, instead of rotten wooden houses, there were palaces, shining with gold, and impregnable iron castles rose to the sky. They entered into a country rich in marvellous stories, while behind their backs the merry shoemaker, Perfishka, was playing on his harmonica and chanting quickly and distinctly: —


    


    “‘If I die, it doesn’t mean


    I’ll be taken by the fiend; I’ll get taken, while alive,


    By drinking till the fiends arrive.’


    


    “Is that so, brothers? strum away, keep it up! God loves merry people!”


    The harmonica was gasping forth the sounds, trying to keep up with the shoemaker’s ringing voice, while he, in emulation with it, shouted out a dancing tune: —


    


    “‘And don’t you whine, that in your youth


    You had to bear the cold; For, when you go to hell forsooth,


    You get it hot, I’m told.’”


    


    Every verse drew forth a burst of laughter and a yell of approval. The sounds of the harmonica joined with the clash of dishes, the dull thud of boots on the floor, the noise of chairs pushed back, and all these sounds mingled together seemed like the moan of the wind in a wintry forest.


    Meanwhile, in a dirty hole, divided from this storm of sounds by thin boards, two boys were bending low over a book, and one of them was whispering: —


    “‘Then the knight hugged the monster in an iron clasp and it roared in a voice of thunder from pain and terror.’”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VII


    
      
    


    WHEN the book about the knight and dragon was finished, there appeared Guak, the Story of Invincible Faithfulness, then The Tale of the Brave Prince Francis the Venetian and the Lovely Queen Rentzinvin, and the impressions of real life were replaced in Ilia’s mind by knights and ladies. The friends stole in turns twenty copeck coins from the counter, and thus they had plenty of books. They became acquainted with the adventures of Yashka Smertenski, were enraptured with Yapancha, the Tartar Horseman, and drifted further and further away from their hard, ugly life into the land where men always destroyed the cruel snares of fate and were happy. They lived like this for many days, and during the whole time only one event made an impression upon Ilia.


    One day Perfishka was summoned by the police. He went off full of anxiety, but came back joyous, holding Pashka Gratchoff tightly by the hand. Pashka was just as sharp-eyed as before, but had grown dreadfully thin and yellow and his face was less insolent. The shoemaker brought him into the eating-house and began speaking, winking his eyes convulsively all the time.


    “Here you see, good people, Paul Gratchoff himself, who has arrived from Pensa, escorted by the police. That’s the sort of people who come into the world nowadays. They don’t sit near the stove and wait for luck to come to them, but, as soon as they get up on their hind legs, go off themselves to search for their luck!”


    Pashka stood by his side with one hand in the pocket of his torn trousers, while he was trying to pull out the other from the shoemaker’s grip, sending surly side glances at him. Someone advised Perfishka to give Pashka a thrashing, but the shoemaker answered gravely, —


    “What for? Let him wander about, perhaps he’ll find his luck.”


    “But I suppose he must be hungry,” suggested Terence, and, giving the boy a piece of bread, added, ‘Here, Pashka!”


    The boy took the bread leisurely and went out of the eating-house.


    “Phew!” whistled the shoemaker after him. “He’s gone again! Good-bye, tender creature!”


    Ilia, who had observed the whole scene from the door of his room, beckoned to him, but before going in Pashka stopped for a second, and, as he entered, looked round suspiciously, and asked abruptly in a surly voice, —


    “What do you want?”


    “Good-morning!”


    “Well, good-morning!”


    “Sit down.” —


    “What for?”


    “Just so, let’s talk.”


    Ilia felt disconcerted by Gratchoff’s short, angry questions and by his rather hoarse, harsh voice. He wanted to ask Pashka where he had been the whole summer and what he had seen. But Pashka seated himself on a chair and, with a decided air, biting into his bread, began himself to ask questions.


    “Have you finished learning?”


    “I shall finish in the spring.”


    “And I have finished already.”


    “Indeed!” exclaimed Ilia, incredulously.


    “What’s the matter? Everything goes quickly with me.”


    “But where did you learn?”


    “In prison, with the convicts.”


    Ilia came up to him closer, and, looking into his thin face with respect, asked, —


    “Were you a long time there? Were you afraid?”


    “There’s nothing to be afraid of! I was there four months. You know, I have been in many prisons in different towns. My fine fellow! I stuck to the gents there. There were ladies too — real ladies and gentlemen. They speak in different languages and know everything. I tidied up their cells! They were jolly people, the devils, although they were convicts!”


    “Robbers?”


    “Real thieves,” said Pashka, proudly. Ilia blinked his eyes and felt a still greater respect for Pashka. “Were they Russians?” he asked.


    M Some of them were Jews. People of the best sort. Oh! what people they were, my good fellow! They robbed in the proper fashion! Well, they were caught and sent to Siberia.”


    “How did you learn?”


    “Oh! I said: teach me, and they taught me.”


    “To read and write?”


    “To write a little! But as for reading — I can read as much as you like! I have read a great many books.”


    The conversation, turning to books, brightened Ilia up.


    “I and Jacob read too. Such books!”


    Then they began to name the books they had read, outbidding each other. Soon Pashka said, with a sigh,—” Y-yes, you devils, you have read more. And your books are better. While I’ve been reading verse. They had lots of books, but the good ones were only in verse.” Then Jacob entered, fixed his eyes on Pashka in astonishment and laughed.


    “Sheep!” Pashka greeted him, “what are you laughing at?”


    “Nothing. Where have you been?”


    “Where you’ll never get to.”


    “Do you know,” said Ilia to his friend, “he also has been reading books.”


    “Oh!” exclaimed Jacob, and at once began to speak to Pashka in a more friendly way. The three boys sat down side by side, and a hurried, disconnected but wonderfully engrossing conversation took place.


    “I’ve seen such things — it’s impossible to tell you!” Pashka was saying, full of excitement and pride. “Once I had nothing to eat for two days — nothing at all! I slept in a forest — all alone.”


    “Were you frightened?” asked Jacob.


    “Go and spend a night there — you’ll know! Once I was almost bitten to death by dogs. I was in Kazan. There is a monument there to someone, it was put up for the poetry he had written. He was a big man — his feet were so big! And his fist as big as your head, Jacob! I too, you fellows, am going to write poetry; I have already learnt to a little.”


    He suddenly shrank together, drew up his legs, and, looking fixedly at one spot, frowning and important, began hurriedly: —


    


    “‘People are moving along the street,


    They are all well dressed and satisfied.


    But if you ask them for something to eat,


    They will just say to you — get away!’”


    


    He finished, glanced at the boys and quietly bent his head. For a minute there was an awkward silence. Then Ilia asked cautiously, —


    “But is that verse?”


    “Don’t you hear?” cried Pashka, angrily. “I said: eat and street — that means it’s verse.”


    “Of course it’s verse!” exclaimed Jacob, hurriedly. “You always catch up a fellow’s words, Ilia.”


    “I have written some more,” said Pashka, with animation, to Jacob, and again burst forth hurriedly: —


    


    “‘The clouds are grey — the earth damp to the core


    Autumn tide is at the door.


    I am houseless and forlorn,


    All my clothes are tattered and torn.’”


    


    “O-o-oh!” drawled Jacob, opening wide his eyes. “That’s real poetry!” confirmed Ilia.


    Pashka coloured slightly and screwed his eyes up, just as if smoke had got into them.


    “I shall write long pieces of poetry,” he boasted. “It is not very difficult. You walk along and see the sky — skies, fly — flies! Or else wood — food. Verse comes of its own accord.”


    “And what are you going to do now?” asked Ilia. Pashka winked his eyes, looked round, was silent for a moment, and at last said in a hesitating way,—” Something or other!”


    But the same instant he added decidedly, —


    “And afterwards — I’ll run away again.”


    In the meantime he lived with the shoemaker, and every day the children came to see him. In the cellar it was quieter and better than in Terence’s hole. Perfishka was rarely at home — he had spent in drink everything that he had, and now he went to other workshops to work by the day, and, if he could not find work, sat in the eating-house. He was half-clad, and barefooted, but always carried his beloved old harmonica under his arm. It seemed to have grown part of his body, while he had put into it a bit of his merry soul, and they had begun to resemble each other — both were worn, angular, and full of provoking songs and trills. All the tradesmen of the town knew Perfishka as an inexhaustible composer of boisterous and comic songs, dances and by-words, and he was a welcome guest in every work-shop. Everyone loved him for his skill in lightening the heavy, dismal life of work-people by his gay songs and quaint, comic stories.


    When he was able to earn a few copecks he used to give half to his daughter — and there his solicitude for her ended. She was the sole mistress of her destiny. She had grown very much, her black curls reached to her shoulders, her dark eyes had grown larger and wore a more serious expression, her form was slight and supple, and she played her part as mistress of her little hole very well. She used to gather chips of wood from places where buildings were going on, tried to cook some kind of porridge, and till noon walked about with her skirt tucked up, all covered with soot, wet and preoccupied. But, having cooked her dinner, she tidied up the room, washed herself, put on a clean dress and sat down at the table near the window to mend her clothes. While drawing her tatters together with her needle, she sang songs and — gay and bright — looked like a tomtit in its cage.


    Matitsa often came to see her and brought bread, tea and sugar, and once she even gave Masha a light blue dress. Masha behaved towards her like a grownup person and the mistress of her house; she would put the small iron samovar to boil, give Matitsa tea, and, sipping the hot and pleasant beverage, talked about all sorts of things and abused Perfishka.


    Matitsa abused him with enthusiasm, Masha responded in a high voice, but without any anger, and as if she were speaking out of politeness as mistress of the house. In everything she said about her father one could detect an indulgent note.


    “Of course, if a man drinks little good one gets out of him,” she would say. “But then he likes to be merry. He drinks to get merry. When mother was alive he did not drink so much.”


    “May his life dry up,” droned Matitsa, knitting her brows viciously. “What of it? Has he forgotten, the drunkard, that he has a child left? Disgusting mole, may he spew his soul out like a dog!”


    “He knows I’m a big girl and can do everything myself,” said Masha.


    “Lord, O Lord!” sighed Matitsa, heavily. “What’s this taking place on our earth? What will the girl become? I had a little girl, like you. She was left at home, in the town of Horol. It is such a long way off, this town of Horol, that if I were allowed to go, I would not be able to find the road there. That’s what happens to people. One lives and lives on the earth and forgets even where his birthplace is.”


    Masha liked to listen to the thick voice of this woman with her big face and eyes like a cow; and although Matitsa always smelt of vodka, it did not hinder Masha from climbing into her lap, pressing herself against her big breast, which projected like a small hillock, and kissing the thick lips of her well-cut mouth. Matitsa used to come in the morning, while the children assembled in the evening. They played cards— “pools,”


    “miller,”


    “your own trumps” — but more often read. Masha listened with great interest to what they read, and in the most exciting places called out softly. Jacob was even more attentive to the girl than before. He was always bringing her pieces of bread and meat, tea, sugar, kerosene in beer bottles, and sometimes gave her the money that was left over from the purchase of books. He had grown accustomed to doing all this and thought nothing of it; Masha regarded all his care as something quite ordinary, and paid no particular attention to it.


    “Jacob,” she would say, “I have no more coal.”


    “All right.”


    And in a short time he would either bring her coals, or else give her seven copecks, saying, —


    “Go and buy some. I could not steal any.”


    He brought Masha a slate and began teaching her in the evenings. Their studies progressed slowly, but still in two months’ time Masha could name and write down on her slate all the letters of the alphabet.


    Ilia too had grown accustomed to this friendship, and in the yard no one seemed to notice them. Sometimes Ilia in his turn would steal something from the kitchen or pantry to oblige his friend and would bring it to the shoemaker’s cellar. He was fond of the slim, dark girl, who was an orphan like himself, and he admired her because she knew how to live alone, and do things like a grown-up person. He liked to see her laughing and was always trying to make her; and when he did not succeed, he used to get angry and tease, “Dirty slut.”


    And she would screw up her eyes and say, —


    “Large cheekboned devil.”


    Sometimes they quarrelled seriously: Masha got angry very soon and rushed at Ilia, meaning to scratch him, but he, with a derisive laugh, would run away from her.


    Once, at cards, he detected Masha in cheating and cried out furiously, —


    “Jacob’s mistress.”


    And then he added another filthy word, the meaning of which he understood already. Jacob was present at the time. At first he laughed, but seeing his girl-friend’s face distorted with anger at the insult and her eyes full of tears, he stopped, grew pale, and suddenly jumping up from his chair, dashed at Ilia, gave him a blow on the nose, and, catching him by the hair, threw him to the ground. It happened so quickly that Ilia had no time to defend himself; and when, blinded with pain and anger, he picked himself up from the floor, and, with lowered head, was going for Jacob like a bull, calling out, —


    “Hold steady! I’ll give—”


    He stopped, seeing Jacob crying piteously, leaning against the table, while Masha stood by his side and was saying with tears in her eyes, —


    “Don’t be friends with him. He’s vile. He’s spiteful. They’re all vicious — his father is a convict, and his uncle is a hunchback. He’ll have a hump too. Vile boy,” and, approaching Ilia bravely, she cried out, “Scurvy rubbish, soul of a rag-picker! Here, come on. Come on. What a scratching your face will get. Just you come on.”


    But Ilia did not go nearer. He felt bad when he saw Jacob, whom he did not want to offend, crying, and he was ashamed to fight with a girl. She was ready to fight, that he saw clearly. He walked out of the cellar without saying a word, and paced the yard for a long time, feeling angry and miserable. At last, approaching Perfishka’s window, he looked stealthily in. Jacob and his friend were again playing at cards. Masha, covering half her face with her cards in a fan, was laughing, while Jacob was looking at his cards and first took hold of one and then of another in a hesitating way. Ilia felt sad. He walked about the yard for a short time longer and then went bravely into the cellar.


    “Take me in,” he said, approaching the table.


    His heart was beating fast, his face was flushed and his eyes were cast down. Jacob and Masha were silent.


    “I won’t use bad language again. By God! I won’t,” said Ilia, glancing at them.


    “All right, sit down — you,” said Masha.


    And Jacob added severely, —


    “You fool. You are no longer a little boy. Think another time what you are saying.”


    “No, we are all little ones still,” replied Masha to Jacob, bringing her fist down on the table, “that’s why we must not use vile words.”


    “But how you pitched into me,” said Ilia, reproachfully.


    “For a good reason. Don’t yelp,” threw in Masha, reasonably, but in an angry voice.


    “Oh, all right. I’m not angry. I’m to blame,” admitted Ilia, and smiled at Jacob in a disconcerted way. “And you — don’t be angry either. All right?”


    “All right, take some cards.”


    “Wild devil,” said Masha, and that ended it.


    In a minute, Ilia, with knitted brows, was engrossed in the game. He seated himself opposite Masha; and was very pleased when she lost; during the whole game he tried his utmost to make her do so; but the girl played well, and it was Jacob who was generally the loser.


    “Oh, you goggle-eyes,” Masha used to say, with kindly commiseration, “again you’re the fool.”


    “To the deuce with these cards. I’m tired of them. Let’s go on reading The Kamchadalka!”


    Then they got out the tattered and dirty book and read about the troubles of the unhappy and enamoured “Kamchadalka.”


    When Gratchoff got to know what went on, he said in the tone of an experienced man, —


    “Why, you devils, you do have a good time,” and he looked at Jacob and Masha with a smile, but added seriously, —


    “Keep on living like this! And afterwards, you, Jacob, marry Masha, there.”


    “Fool,” said Masha, with a smile, and they all four laughed.


    When they got to the end of a book or were tired of reading, Pashka would tell them about his adventures, and his tales were not less interesting than the books.


    “When I found out, brothers, that I could not get anywhere without a passport, I began to use cunning. If I saw a police-sergeant I would begin at once to walk fast, as if somebody had sent me on an errand, or else I’d keep near some peasant, so as to make believe he was my master, or father, or somebody. The policeman would give a look and leave me in peace, he did not catch hold of me. It’s all right in villages, there are no police-sergeants there; only old men and women, and children, while all the others are away in the fields. They ask: Who are you? A beggar. Whom do you belong to? Nobody. Where have you come from? From town. And that’s all. They give you good food and drink. You walk about as you like; if you want to, you can run, or, if the fancy takes you, you can crawl along on your belly. Everywhere there are fields, woods, larks singing, you get a longing to be able to fly up to them. If you are not hungry, you wish for nothing but to walk on to the very end of the earth. It’s just as if somebody were pulling you along like a mother carrying her child. Sometimes I was very hungry — phew! my very intestines crackled, my belly was so parched. I could almost have eaten the earth. My head swam. But when I did succeed in getting some bread and bit into it — uh! I wanted to go on eating day and night. It was good. But all the same, when I got into prison I felt glad. I was frightened at first, but afterwards it was jolly. I was very much afraid of the police-sergeants. I thought one of them would seize me, and if he once began beating me would beat me to death. But he came up to me quietly from behind and clutched me by the collar. I was standing near a shop and looking at watches. There were lots of watches — gold and all sorts. He pounced upon me. I began to holloa out. But he asked me kindly: ‘Who are you? where have you come from?’ Well, I told him; all the same he would have found out, they know everything. Well, he took me to the police-office. There were a great many gentlemen there. Where were you going? Travelling! They laughed. Then I was put into prison. There everybody laughed too. And afterwards they made use of me. They where devils! oh, oh!”


    He talked about gentlemen in ejaculations — apparently they had made a great impression upon him, but their figures had grown indistinct in his memory and had melted together into one big hazy effect. After staying with the shoemaker for about a month, Pashka again disappeared. Afterwards Perfishka learnt that he had entered a printing-office and was living in the town, but a long way off. Hearing about this, Ilia sighed enviously and said to Jacob, —


    “I suppose it will be our lot to pass our whole lives here.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VIII


    
      
    


    THE first days after Pashka’s disappearance, Ilia seemed to miss something, but after a time he plunged again into the land of marvels which had nothing to do with this world. The reading of books continued, and his soul sank into a peaceful condition of semi-drowsiness. He had a rough and sudden awakening. While he still went to school, he heard his uncle say, —


    “Soon you’ll be done learning, you’ll be fourteen. We must look out for a situation.”


    “We’ll find one!” exclaimed Petruha. “Knowing so many people, it’s very simple. Jacob, here, does not need any situation, a place is ready for him. He can dangle about for another year, and then behind the counter he must go! And for you, Terence, I’ll open another eating-house, somewhere in the vicinity. You will only have to give account to me, otherwise you’ll be as if you were your own master. Y-yes, I can thank the Lord, He has taken care of me.”


    These words reached Ilia through a haze, they did not connect themselves with anything that occupied him at the present moment, and did not arouse any thoughts. But one morning his uncle woke him up, saying, —


    “Wash yourself properly and be quick.”


    “Where must I go?” asked Ilia, half asleep.


    “To your new situation. Thank God! we’ve found one. You are going to serve at a fishmonger’s.”


    Ilia’s heart sank within him with an unpleasant foreboding. His wish to leave this house where he knew everyone and had grown accustomed to everything, suddenly disappeared, and this room which he used to dislike seemed all at once to be clean and light. Sitting on his bed, he looked at the floor and did not feel any inclination to dress. Jacob came in, gloomy and dishevelled, bent his head on one side, and glancing casually at his friend, said, —


    “Make haste, father’s waiting. You will come here sometimes, won’t you?”


    “Yes.”


    “That’s all right. Step in to Masha and say good-bye.”


    “I suppose I’m not going away for ever,” said Ilia, angrily. But Masha came herself, she stopped in the doorway, and, looking at Ilia, said sorrowfully, —


    “So this means good-bye!”


    Ilia swore, and pulled angrily at his jacket, which he was putting on; Masha and Jacob, both together, sighed deeply.


    “You’ll come and see us,” said Jacob.


    “All right,” answered Ilia, gloomily.


    “See how he’s turning up his nose, the shopman,” remarked Masha.


    “You — fo-o-ol,” quietly and reproachfully answered Ilia.


    In a few minutes he was walking along the street with Petruha, who was smartly dressed in a long overcoat and creaking boots, and was saying impressively, —


    “I am taking you to serve a man who is highly esteemed by the whole town, Kiril Ivanovich Stroganoff. He has received several medals for his kindness and good deeds; he is a member of the town council, and perhaps he will be elected head of the town. Serve him truly and faithfully and he will make a man of you. You’re a serious boy, not full of mischief. And it’s just as easy for him to be a benefactor to you as to spit on the ground.”


    Ilia listened and tried to picture to himself, this merchant, Stroganoff. Somehow it seemed to him that this merchant must be like Grandfather Jeremiah — just as thin and kind and pleasant; but when he came to the shop he saw behind the counter a tall man with an enormous stomach. He had no hair on his head, but all his face, from eyes to neck, was covered with a thick red beard. His eyebrows, too, were thick and red, and underneath them danced angry little green eyes.


    “Bow to him,” whispered Petruha to Ilia, indicating the red-haired man with his eyes. Ilia, disappointed, lowered his head.


    “What’s he called?” droned forth a deep bass.


    “Ilia,” answered Petruha.


    “Well, Ilia, look about you with both eyes, but see with three. Now you have nobody but your master; neither relations, nor friends — do you understand? I’m your father and mother, and you’ll get no more explanations from me.”


    Ilia looked round the shop from under his eyelashes. In baskets with ice lay enormous flat fish and sturgeons; on shelves dried sand fish and carps were placed in piles, and tins glistened everywhere. A strong smell of brine pervaded the atmosphere and the shop was stuffy, crowded and damp. On the floor, in big tanks, live fish swam about calmly and noiselessly — sterlets, eels, perches and roaches. One small pike was darting about in a saucy way, pushing the other fishes and splashing the water on to the floor with powerful strokes of its tail. Ilia felt sorry for it. One of the shopmen — a short and stout man with round eyes and a hooked nose, resembling a brown owl, made Ilia pick the dead fish out of the tanks. Ilia rolled up his sleeves and began catching hold of the fish anywhere.


    “Take hold of them by their heads, blockhead!” said the shopman under his breath. Sometimes Ilia caught hold of a live fish, which was lying motionless by mistake, and it would slip through his fingers and, wriggling convulsively, push its head against the sides of the tank.


    “Look sharp!” ordered the shopman.


    Ilia pricked his finger with a fin-bone, and, putting it into his mouth, began sucking it.


    “Take your finger out of your mouth!” cried the proprietor in a deep voice.


    Then the boy was given a big, heavy axe and ordered to go down into the cellar to break up the ice, so that it should lie evenly. Bits of ice jumped into his face and got inside his collar; the cellar was cold and dark; and the axe, if he were not careful, caught against the ceiling. In a few minutes Ilia, dripping wet, came up from the cellar and said to the proprietor, —


    “I’ve broken some jar or other down there.”


    The proprietor looked at him attentively and said,—” I forgive you for this first time. I forgive you because you owned up yourself. The next time I’ll pull your ears.”


    And Ilia began to go the daily round imperceptibly and monotonously, like a small screw in a big and noisy machine. He got up at five o’clock in the morning and cleaned his master’s boots, and the boots of all the members of the family and shopmen, then went into the shop, swept it out, and washed the tables and scales. When customers entered, he got down the goods, carried out the parcels, and went home to dinner. After dinner he had nothing to do, and, if he were not sent anywhere, he stood at the door of the shop, looking out at the bustling market-place, and thinking what lots of people there are in the world and what quantities of fish, meat and vegetables they eat. One day he said to the shopman who resembled a brown owl, —


    “Michael Ignatich!”


    “Well?”


    “What will people eat when all the fish are caught and all the cattle slaughtered?”


    “Fool!” answered the shopman.


    Another time he took the newspaper from off the counter, and, standing in the door, began to read it. But the shopman snatched it out of his hands, gave him a rap on the nose, and said threateningly, —


    “Who gave you permission, eh? Donkey.”


    Ilia did not like this shopman. When he spoke to the proprietor he added to almost every word a deferential hissing sound, but behind his back called Stroganoff a swindler, hypocrite and red-haired devil. On Saturdays and the days before holidays the proprietor of the shop went to evening service, and then the shopman’s wife or sister came and he would send home a bag of fish, or some caviare, or conserves. He liked to make sport of beggars, many of whom were old men, and reminded Ilia of Grandfather Jeremiah. When an old man approached the door of the shop and, bowing low, asked for alms in a low voice, the shopman would take a small fish by its head and poke it into the beggar’s hand in such a way as to make the fins stick into the soft part of his palm. And when the beggar, starting with pain, pulled back his hand, the shopman would call out, with a sneer, —


    “Oh! don’t you want it? It’s not enough, is it? Be off.”


    One day an old beggar woman quietly took a dried sand fish and hid it in her rags; the shopman saw her and, catching hold of her by the collar, took the stolen fish away, and, bending her head downwards, gave her a blow in the face from underneath with his right hand. She did not groan or say a word, but went away in silence with her head bent down, and Ilia saw two streams of dark blood trickle from her injured nose.


    “Did you get it that time?” called out the shopman after her. And, turning to the other shopman, “Carp,” he said, “I hate beggars! Lazy creatures! They go about begging and get fed! And they live well too. Brothers of Christ, they are called. And what am I to Christ? A stranger? My whole life long I have to wriggle, like a worm in the sun, and get neither peace nor esteem for my pains.”


    The other shopman, Carp, was a religious man. He talked continually about churches, choirs, and services conducted by bishops, and every Saturday was tormented by the thought that he would be late for evening service. He also took great interest in conjurer’s tricks, and every time that a magician and sorcerer appeared in the town Carp went to see him. He was a tall man, spare and very adroit; when the shop was full of customers, he wriggled amongst them like a snake, smiling and talking to everyone and glancing every now and then at his master, as if he were boasting of his skill in doing business. He was scornful and sarcastic to Ilia, and the boy did not like him. But Ilia liked the proprietor. From morning till night the merchant stood behind the counter, opening the drawer and flinging in money. Ilia saw that he did it quite indifferently, without any eagerness, and somehow this pleased Ilia. It was gratifying, too, that the master talked to him more often and more kindly than to the other shopmen. When it was quiet and there were no customers the merchant would sometimes turn to Ilia, who was standing despondently in the door, and say, —


    “Hullo, Ilia, are you asleep?”


    “No.”


    “That’s all right. But why are you always so grave?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “D’you feel dull, eh?”


    “Y-yes.”


    “All right, feel a bit dull! I too have felt dull in my time. From the age of nine to thirty I was dull at the mercy of strangers. And now — for twenty-three years I have been looking at other people who feel dull.”


    And he shook his head as if he were saying, —


    “There’s nothing else to do!”


    After two or three such conversations Ilia began to ask himself: why does this rich, highly-esteemed man remain the whole day long in a dirty shop and inhale the sour, penetrating smell of salt fish, when he has such a big, clean house? It was a strange house; everything in it was severe and quiet, everything went on in steady order; and yet there was not enough space, although both floors were occupied solely by the master, his wife and three children, their cook, who was also housemaid, and the house-porter, who acted as coachman. Everyone spoke in a subdued voice, and when crossing the enormous, clean yard kept to one side, as if afraid to appear in the broad, open space. Comparing this quiet, staid house with Petruha’s, Ilia suddenly came to the conclusion that it was better to live in Petruha’s house, although it was poor and noisy and dirty. This idea astonished him and he did not want to believe it, but it kept persistently returning. And the fact that the master himself did not live at home confirmed it. The boy wanted very much to ask the merchant: why did he bother himself passing the whole day in the noise and bustle of the marketplace, instead of staying at home, where it was so quiet and peaceful? One day, when Carp had gone away for something, and Michael was in the cellar picking out the spoiled fish to send to an almshouse, the master began talking to Ilia, and the boy suddenly asked him, —


    “Is it not time for you, Kiril Ivanovich, to give up your business? You are rich already. At your home it is nice, while here it is smelly and dull.”


    Stroganoff looked at him sharply, leaning over the counter, his red eyebrows quivering.


    “Well?” he asked, when Ilia stopped. “Have you said all?”


    “Yes,” responded Ilia, taken aback, and with fear in his heart.


    “Come here!”


    Ilia came up. The merchant took him by the chin, lifted his head up, and, looking at him with screwed up eyes, asked, —


    “Did someone tell you to say that, or did you think of it yourself?”


    “By God! I thought of it myself.”


    “M-yes. If it was you, all right. Well, I’ll tell you this, with me your master — you understand? — your master! you must not dare to speak like that again! Remember! Go back to your place.”


    When Carp came back, the master all of a sudden began to speak, addressing himself to the shopman, but glancing sideways at Ilia to attract his attention.


    “A man must do something all his life — all his life! It is only a fool who does not understand that. How can anyone live idly, doing nothing? There’s no sense in a person who is not devoted to his work.”


    “That’s quite true, Kiril Ivanovich,” responded the shopman, and looked round the shop attentively, as if he were searching for something to do. Ilia glanced at his master and began musing. His life grew duller and duller among these people. The days dragged along, one after the other, like long grey threads that were unwinding from an enormous and invisible ball, and it seemed to the boy that there would be no end to these days, and that he would have to pass his whole life standing at the door and listening to the din of the market-place. His mind, however, stimulated by the impressions he had received from his former life, and the books he had read, did not succumb to the dulling influence of the monotony of his present life, but worked incessantly, though quietly. It received impressions, which simmered in his brain and gradually filled his head with hazy judgments on everything that happened before his eyes. He had no one to talk to, nor to tell his thoughts to, and was obliged to keep them to himself. They were numerous and burdened him with their obscurity, melting together, swallowing each other up, and weighing heavily upon him. Sometimes they became so oppressive that he longed to shut his eyes and go away somewhere, far away — further than Pashka Gratchoff had gone — to go and never come back to this grey dulness and incomprehensible bustle.


    On holidays he was sent to church, and he used to return feeling as if his heart had been washed with a fragrant, warm liquid. During a half year of service he was allowed to go and see his uncle only twice. Everything in the eating-house remained unchanged except that the hunchback grew thinner, while Petruha whistled louder and louder, and his face was turning from pink to red. Jacob complained that his father persecuted him.


    “He keeps worrying me. ‘You must work,’ says he, ‘I don’t want a bookworm.’ But if it’s hateful to me to stand behind the counter? Nothing but noise, bustle, howl, roar, one can’t hear oneself speak! I say to him: ‘Place me as a shopkeeper to someone else. For instance in a shop where holy pictures are sold. Few customers come in, and I like holy pictures.”’


    Jacob’s eyes blinked sadly, the skin on his forehead had grown yellow and shone like the bald place on his father’s head.


    “Do you still read books?” asked Ilia.


    “Why, yes, that’s my only pleasure. While one is reading one seems to be living in another town, and when one leaves off it’s just like tumbling from a bell-tower.”


    Ilia looked at him and said, —


    “How old you have grown. And where is Masha?”


    “She has gone to the poorhouse for alms. I can’t help her much now; my father keeps an eye upon me. And Perfishka has been ill all this time. So Masha goes to the poorhouse, they give her cabbage soup and things — Matitsa helps too — Masha struggles hard.”


    “It’s dull here too,” said Ilia, thoughtfully.


    “Do you feel very dull?”


    “Deadly! You have books at least, while we have only one book in the whole house, The Latest Conjurer and Sorcerer, which the shopman keeps in his box, and which I can’t get to read, he won’t give it me, the rascal. Apparently, we’ve begun a poor life, Jacob.”


    “A poor one, brother.”


    They talked a little longer, and said good-bye to each other, both sad and pensive.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER IX


    
      
    


    SEVERAL weeks passed by, and then suddenly fate smiled on Ilia, roughly, but nevertheless kindly. One morning when business was at its height, the master, standing behind the counter, hastily began to turn over everything that was on it. His forehead became red with the blood mounting to his head, and the veins stood out on his neck.


    “Ilia,” he shouted, “just look on the floor, and see if you can find a ten-rouble note lying anywhere?”


    Ilia glanced at the merchant, gave a hurried look on the floor, and answered calmly, —


    “There’s nothing.”


    “I tell you, look properly,” snapped the proprietor, sharply, in his deep voice.


    “But I looked.”


    “M-m! all right, you stubborn rogue,” said the master, threateningly.


    And when the customers had all gone, he called Ilia up, and catching hold of his ear with his strong, thick fingers, began pulling it from side to side, saying in a growling voice, —


    “If you’re told to look, you must look — if you’re told to look, you must look.”


    Ilia put both hands against his master’s belly, gave a strong push, got his ear loose, and, quivering from head to foot with the insult, cried out in an angry voice, —


    “What are you angry with me for? Michael Ignatich took the money — yes! It’s in his left pocket, in his waistcoat.”


    The shopman’s owlish face was transfixed with astonishment, and suddenly putting out his right hand he gave Ilia a blow on the ear. The boy jumped back and fell with a groan; then, bursting into tears, he crawled along the floor to a corner of the shop. As in a dream he heard his master roar, —


    “Stop! where are you off to? Give me the money.”


    “He lied,” sounded the shopman’s shrill voice.


    “Come here!”


    “By God!”


    “I’ll throw a weight at your head.”


    “Kiril Ivanovich — it’s mine — may I burst.”


    “Hold your tongue!”


    All was still. The master went to his room, and the loud slamming of the wooden desk in the counting-house was heard. Ilia, holding his head with his hands, sat on the floor and looked with hatred at the shopman, who stood in another corner of the shop and watched the boy with a nasty expression in his eyes.


    “Well, you rascal, did I give it you nicely?” asked he in a low voice, showing his teeth.


    Ilia shrugged his shoulders and was silent.


    “And I’ll give you some more in a minute — something to remember.”


    The shopman went at the boy leisurely with his round, angry eyes fixed on his face, but Ilia got upon his legs, and, taking up from the counter a long, thin knife, said in a decided manner, —


    “Come on!”


    The shopman stopped, measuring with his eyes the square-built, strong figure with its long arms and the knife in one of its hands, and drawled disdainfully,—” Ah! you convict’s offspring!”


    “Well, come on, come on!” repeated the boy, making a step to meet him. Everything whirled and danced before Ilia’s eyes, and he felt within him some great force which was pushing him fearlessly on.


    “Throw down that knife!” sounded the master’s voice. Ilia started, glanced at the red beard and bloodshot face, but did not move.


    “I say, put down that knife!” said the master, more quietly. Ilia, with a mist before his eyes, put the knife down on the counter, gave a loud sob, and sat down on the floor again. His head swam and ached, his ear galled him, he was suffocated by a feeling of intense weariness, which had suddenly overwhelmed him, it prevented his heart from beating regularly, and rising slowly in his throat hindered him from speaking.


    His master’s voice reached him from somewhere far away.


    “Take your wages, Mishka.”


    “If you please—”


    “Be off! else I’ll call in the police.”


    “All right! I’ll go away. But keep an eye on this boy, I advise you. He took up a knife — ha, ha! His father is a convict — ha, ha!”


    “Be off!”


    And once more all was still in the shop. Ilia looked up with a disagreeable sensation; it seemed to him that something was creeping down his face. He touched his cheek with his hand, wiped the tears away, and saw his master looking at him from behind the counter in a sharp, penetrating way. He got up and went with unsteady gait to his place at the door.


    “Stop, wait a bit!” said his master. “Would you have given him a thrust with your knife?”


    “Yes, I’d have given him a thrust with it,” answered the boy, quietly but determinedly.


    “So. What was your father sent to Siberia for — murder?”


    “Arson.”


    “Well, that’s bad enough too.”


    Then Carp came in, seated himself meekly by the door on a stool and began looking into the street.


    “Carp, dear!” said the master, looking at him, with a sneer, “I’ve discharged Michael.”


    “As you please!”


    “He had taken to stealing, ay?”


    “Oh, my! exclaimed Carp, softly, in a frightened voice. “Is that possible? really?”


    The master’s red beard quivered with a sneer, and he began shaking with laughter behind the counter.


    “Ho, ho, ho! Oh! Carp, dear, what a hypocrite you are! You poor soul.”


    Then he suddenly stopped laughing, sighed deeply, and said sternly and thoughtfully, —


    “Oh, you people, you people! All of you must needs live and satisfy your hunger, and each of you wants to feed better and sweeter than his neighbour.”


    He nodded his head and was silent.


    And Ilia, standing near the counter, felt injured that his master did not pay any more attention to him.


    “Well, Ilia,” said the merchant, after a long and impressive silence, “let’s have a talk. First of all tell me — did you notice that Michael stole before?”


    “Yes, he stole of everything — fish and all.”


    “And why did you not tell me before?”


    “So,” answered Ilia, after a moment’s thought.


    “Were you afraid to?”


    “No, I wasn’t.”


    “So. Well, why did you not say to me: ‘Master, you are being robbed’?”


    “I don’t know. I did not want to.”


    “H’m. That means you told me now because you were angry?”


    “Yes,” answered Ilia, firmly.


    “So that’s the sort you are, is it?” exclaimed the master. And he stroked his red beard for a long time without saying a word and observing Ilia thoughtfully. “Well, and you, Ilia, did you ever steal?”


    “No.”


    “I believe you; you did not steal. Well, and Carp, this Carp here, does he steal?”


    “He steals! like an echo,” responded the boy.


    Carp looked at him with astonishment, blinked his eyes and turned away calmly, as if it did not concern him in the least. The master knitted his brows gloomily and again began to stroke his beard. Ilia felt that something strange was going on and waited impatiently for the end. In the smelly shop nothing was to be heard but the flies buzzing about and the quiet splash of the water in the tanks of live fish.


    “Carp, dear!” called out the merchant to the shopman, who was looking attentively and without moving at the street.


    “What do you want?” reponded Carp, coming up to the merchant hastily, and looking into his face with a respectful and affable expression in his eyes.


    “Did you hear what was said about you?” asked Stroganoff, with a sneer.


    “Yes, I heard.”


    “Well, and what have you to say to it?”


    “Nothing,” said Carp, shrugging his shoulders.


    “How — nothing?”


    “It is quite simple, Kiril Ivanovich. I, Kiril Ivanovich, have my dignity, being a man who respects himself, and for that reason it does not become me to take offence at a boy. As you can see yourself, the boy is utterly stupid and has no manners, and I can forgive him completely for his impertinence.”


    “Stop a bit. Don’t talk me down! but just answer: Did he say the truth or not?”


    “What is truth, Kiril Ivanovich?” exclaimed Carp, quietly, shrugging his shoulders again and bending his head on one side. “Everyone understands it in his own way. And of course, if it’s your pleasure, you can take his words for the truth, and if you do not wish to, you can follow your own will.”


    Carp sighed, and, bowing to the master, spread out his arms in an offended way.


    “M-yes, everything here is in subjection to my will,” acquiesced the master. “So in your opinion the boy is stupid.”


    “Quite stupid,” answered Carp, with profound conviction.


    “Well, in that perhaps you are not right,” said Stroganoff, vaguely, and suddenly burst out laughing.


    “No, but how he flung that right into your face — ho, ho! So Carp steals? He steals. Ho, ho, ho!”


    Ilia went off to the door, stood there listening to the conversation, and felt that it was offensive to him. But when the master began to laugh, a joyous and revengeful feeling sprang up within him, and he looked with triumph at Carp and gratitude at his master. Stroganoff was screwing up his eyes with the effort of laughing, and Carp, hearing his master’s laugh, sent forth from his throat a dry and careful little chuckle, —


    “He, he, he!”


    Stroganoff, hearing the thin little sounds, said roughly, —


    “Shut up the shop.”


    As Ilia was going home, Carp said to him, shaking his head, —


    “You are a fool, that’s what you are. Just consider, what did you kick up all this row for? Is that the way to gain your master’s favour and obtain a higher place? You blockhead! Do you think he did not know that Mishka and I stole? Why, that is the way he began life himself — he, he! For his sending Mishka away I am bound in all conscientiousness to say thanks to you. But what you said about me, that will never be forgiven. I tell you so beforehand. It was a silly impertinence to say such a thing about me and before my eyes. N-no! I’ll make you remember it. It shows that you do not respect me.”


    Ilia listened to this speech in silence, but did not understand it very well. In his opinion Carp ought to be angry with him in a different way; he had felt confident that the shopman would beat him on their way home, and was even afraid of going. But instead of spite, a sneer sounded in Carp’s words, and even his threats did not now frighten Ilia. The sense of Carp’s discourse was made clear to Ilia that same evening, when the master called him upstairs.


    “Aha! just go up!” exclaimed Carp, ominously, as a parting shot.


    Having mounted the stairs, Ilia stopped at the door of a large room, in the middle of which, beneath a massive lamp that hung from the ceiling, stood a round table with an enormous samovar on it. Round the table sat the master with his wife and daughters, each of the three little girls was just a head shorter than the other, they all had red hair, and the white skin on their long faces was covered thickly with freckles. When Ilia entered they all pressed close against each other and began staring at him full of fear, with three pairs of blue eyes.


    “Here he is!” said the master.


    “Only fancy, what a boy!” exclaimed the mistress, apprehensively, and looked at Ilia as if she had never seen him before. Stroganoff smiled, stroked his beard, rapped his fingers impressively upon the table, and said, —


    “I have called you here, Ilia, to tell you — I have no need of you any more, so pack up all your bag and baggage and go.”


    Ilia started, opened his mouth with astonishment, but could not say a word, and, turning round, went towards the door.


    “Stop!” said the merchant, stretching out his arm towards him, and, knocking the table with the palm of his hand, repeated in a lower tone, “Stop!”


    Then he lifted one finger and began speaking slowly in a matter-of-fact way, —


    “I called you here not only for that. No. I must teach you — I must explain why you have become obnoxious to me. You have not done me any harm; you’re a lad who knows how to read and write, not lazy, honest and strong, n-yes, all these things are your trumps. But in spite of all these trumps you’re no good to me, you don’t suit me, so to speak. Why? that is the question — n-yes.”


    Ilia understood that he was being praised and dismissed at the same time. His mind could not assimilate it, and it evoked a double feeling; it seemed to him that the master himself did not know what he was doing. Stroganoffs face seemed to confirm the boy’s guess; it was tense with some thought, which the merchant, probably, could not seize and put into words. The boy made a step forward and quietly asked, with respect in his voice, —


    “Are you sending me away because I took up the knife?”


    “O Lord!” exclaimed the mistress, with fear. “How audacious he is! O Lord!”


    “There!” said the merchant, smiling with pleasure at Ilia and poking him with his finger. “You are audacious! just the very word, you are audacious And a boy who is in service ought to be submissive and meek, as it is said in the Holy Scriptures; he ought to depend entirely on his master, and be of one mind with him; while you have your own. That is not good form, and that’s why you’re audacious. For instance, you throw in a man’s face — thief. That is not right, that’s audacity. If you are honest, you can tell me about the man, but quietly, and I will see to it, I’m the master! But you go and say out loudly — thief. No, wait a bit. If of the three only one is honest, that’s no good to me. Here especial reckoning is necessary. If one man is honest and nine are rascals, no one wins, and the man will be lost. But if there are seven honest men to three rogues, your side wins. Do you understand? The majority are always in the right. But if there is only one, what’s the good of him? That is how you must treat honesty. And in the future you must not thrust it into people’s faces, but consider first if they require it?” Stroganoff wiped the sweat from his brow with the palm of his hand, sighed, and continued speaking with a gentle, pleased expression on his face, “Then, again, you catch hold of a knife.”


    “O Lord Jesus!” exclaimed the mistress with horror, and the girls crept closer to each other.


    “It is said, whosoever takes up a knife will perish by it himself. N-yes, that is why you are quite unnecessary to me. That’s it. Here are fifty copecks and you can go. Be off. Remember you’ve done me no harm, and I — none to you. Even — here, I’ll give you a present of a fifty-copeck piece. And I have been talking to you, boy, seriously, as I should to a grown man. Perhaps I’m even sorry to lose you, but you don’t suit me. If the lynch pin does not fit the axle it’s best to throw it away before you begin your journey. Well, you can go.”


    “Good-bye!” said Ilia.


    He had listened to his master’s discourse attentively, and had understood from it simply that the merchant sent him away because he could not discharge Carp, being afraid of remaining without a shopman.


    For this reason Ilia felt light-hearted and joyous; and his master seemed to him somehow different — simple and kind.


    “Take your money!”


    “Good-bye,” repeated Ilia, holding the silver pieces tightly in his hand. “Thank you.”


    “There’s nothing to thank me for,” answered Stroganoff, nodding to him.


    “Oh, oh! he did not even shed one tear,” reached Ilia in a reproachful tone from the mistress.


    When Ilia, with a bundle on his back, passed out of the strong gates of the merchant’s house, it seemed to him as if he had walked a great distance and left behind a grey and barren country, about which he had read in a book, where there were neither people nor trees, but only stones, among which lived an old, kind magician, who affably showed the way to everyone who got into that country. It was a clear spring evening. The sun was setting and the windows were ablaze with red fire, which reminded the boy of the day when they saw the town for the first time from the banks of the river. The bag with his things weighed heavily on his back, and he went slowly. People were hurrying along the pavement, and kept jostling him and his bundle, carriages passed with a dash and a rumble; in the slanting rays of the sun he saw the dust hovering in the air, and everything was noisy, bustling and merry. In the boy’s memory rose all that he had gone through during these two years in town. He felt himself a grown-up person, his heart beat proudly and fearlessly, and in his ears rang his master’s words, —


    “You’re a boy who knows how to read and write; not stupid, healthy, not lazy. Those are your trumps.”


    “We’ll have a game!” exclaimed Ilia to himself, quickening his pace, feeling a great joy and, smiling in spite of himself at the thought that to-morrow he need not go back to the fishmonger’s.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER X


    
      
    


    HAVING returned to Petruha Filimonoffs house, Ilia came to the proud conclusion that he had really grown very much during his service at the fishmonger’s. Everyone in the house treated him with flattering curiosity, and showed him great attention. Perfishka shook hands with him.


    “My respects to the shopman. Well, old fellow, have you served your term? I have heard of your exploits — ha, ha! They like to have the soles of their feet licked with your tongue and not the truth spoken.” When Masha saw him, she called out joyously, —


    “Oh, oh! How big you have grown.’’


    Jacob was glad too.


    “Now we shall be able to read together again. I have a book, The Albigenses, a fine story, I can tell you. There’s a certain Simon Monfor, he is a monster.” And Jacob began to relate hurriedly and confusedly the plot of the story. Ilia, looking at him, thought with pleasure that his big-headed friend had remained unaltered. In Ilia’s behaviour at Stroganoff’s Jacob did not see anything extraordinary. He heard his friend’s tale to the end, and said simply, —


    “That was the right thing to do.”


    Jacob’s opinion made Ilia feel slightly hurt.


    Petruha, having heard Ilia’s tale about all that had happened in the shop, was apparently astonished by his conduct, and said approvingly, —


    “You caught them cleverly, boy! Well, of course Kiril Ivanovich could not exchange Carp for you. Carp knows the business, he is worth a great deal. And you, after all that took place, could not have lived with him. You wanted to follow the truth and acted openly. That’s the reason he overcame you.” But, nevertheless, on the next day Terence said to his nephew quietly, —


    “Beware of Petruha, don’t talk so much. Be careful. He has taken a dislike to you, and abuses you. ‘See, what a lover of truth he has become,’ says he. ‘And why is he a lover of truth? Because he is still stupid.’ N-yes, that’s what he says.”


    Ilia listened to what his uncle told him and laughed. “And yesterday he praised me— ‘cleverly done,’ said he. And all people are like that, they praise you to your face and blame you behind your back.”


    But Petruha’s opinion did not lessen Ilia’s high estimation of himself. He felt sure he was a hero, he knew that he had behaved well at the merchant’s, better than anyone else would have under the circumstances. Two months later, after fruitless searches for another situation, Ilia had the following conversation with his uncle.


    “Y-yes,” drawled the hunchback, despondently. ‘You can’t get a place. Everywhere they say you are too big. How shall we live, dear? eh? How?”


    And Ilia answered gravely and convincingly, —


    “I’m fifteen years old, I know how to read and write. But if I’m audacious, they’ll send me away from the next place too, it’s all the same! Who wants an audacious boy?”


    “What shall we do?” asked Terence, apprehensively, sitting on his bed and holding tightly to it with his hands.


    “This: order me a case and buy me some goods — soap, scents, needles, books, all sorts of things, I’ll walk about and sell them.”


    “I don’t quite understand you, Ilia, the eating-house is buzzing in my head. Knock, knock, knock — all the time. Somehow I begin to gather my thoughts with difficulty. And one thing is constantly before my eyes, and in my heart, and in my thoughts.”


    And in truth the hunchback’s eyes wore a tense expression, as if he were continually reckoning something up and could not get it right.


    “But just try! Let me go,” begged Ilia, taken up with his idea, which promised him liberty.


    “Well, God be with you! Let’s try.”


    “There, you’ll see how it will be,” cried Ilia, joyously.


    “Oh, dear!” sighed Terence, and began speaking in a distressed voice.


    “If you could grow faster! If you were older — oh, dear! oh, dear! I’d go away. But you’re like an anchor to me. I have to stop in this putrescent lake because of you, and am perishing. I would go away to the Saints, and I would say: God’s Saints! Benefactors and Interceders! I have sinned! I am suffering — spare me! Intercede for me before God!”


    And the hunchback suddenly began to cry. Ilia guessed about what sin his uncle was speaking, and recalled it to his memory. His heart sank within him. He was sorry for his uncle, but he could find no words to say to comfort him, and was silent; and only when he saw the hunchback’s tears flowing faster from his sunken, pitiful eyes, he murmured, —


    “Well, don’t cry then. Wait a bit, when I grow rich by trade, you will be able to go.” He was silent for a moment, wrapt in thought, and then said consolingly,—” Never mind, they’ll forgive you.”


    “Will they forgive me?” asked Terence, softly. And the boy repeated with confidence, —


    “They’ll forgive! They forgive more than that, I know.”


    And Ilia became a hawker. From morning till evening he walked about the streets of the town with a case round his neck and the trestles in his hands, and, screwing up his black eyes and putting his nose in the air, looked at the people with dignity. Pulling his hat well over his eyes, he swelled out his throat and cried in a clear, youthful voice, —


    “Soap! blacking! pomatum! hairpins! pins! thread! needles! books, nice books!”


    Life flowed around him in a noisy bright wave, and he swam in this wave easily and lightly, feeling himself a human being, like everyone else. He sauntered about the market-places, entered eating-houses and asked in an important way for a couple of glasses of tea and some white bread, and ate and drank leisurely like a man who knows his own worth. Life seemed simple, easy and pleasant to him; his thoughts took a clear and simple shape, he imagined himself in a few years the owner of a small, clean shop, somewhere in a good, not too noisy, street; his shop — a haberdasher’s, with light, clean goods, such as do not sully nor spoil one’s clothes. He saw himself clean, too, healthy and handsome. The whole street respecting him and the girls looking kindly on him. In the evenings, when the shop was shut, he would sit in a clean, light room drinking tea and reading a book. Cleanliness in everything seemed indispensable to him, almost the chief condition of a decent life. Such were his dreams when his trade prospered and no one insulted him by rough treatment, for he had become very sensitive and touchy since he had felt himself an independent man.


    But when he failed to sell anything, and sat tired out in some eating-house, or in the street, and called to mind all the rough shouts and pushes of the police, the suspicious and offensive attitude of buyers towards him, the abuses and sneers of his rivals, hawkers like himself, a feeling of despondency and hopelessness stirred uneasily in his breast. His eyes opened wider, he looked deeper into life, and his mind, rich with impressions, tried them one after the other in the scales of his reasoning powers. He saw clearly that everyone’s aim was the same as his, that everyone was striving to obtain the wherewithal for a peaceful and clean life, without the fear of hunger, just as he was. And no one tried to refrain from pushing aside anyone who got in his way; they were all greedy and merciless and often injured each other without any cause, gaining nothing by so doing, but seemingly merely for the pleasure of hurting someone; sometimes laughing the while, and it was seldom indeed that any felt sorry for the injured one.


    Such thoughts made trade seem a dull business to Ilia, his dream of a small, clean shop faded away, he felt an emptiness in his heart and a languor in his body. It seemed to him that he would never be able to amass sufficient money to open a small shop, but would have to roam about the hot, dirty streets with a case round his neck and a pain in his shoulders and back from the strap, till he grew old. But a successful day reawakened his courage and made his thoughts cheerful again. One day, in one of the noisiest streets, Ilia met Pashka Gratchoff. The smith’s son was walking along the pavement with the careless gait of a person taking a walk; his hands were in the pockets of his torn trousers, a torn and dirty blue blouse, that was much too long and large for him, covered his shoulders, and the heels of his peasant boots rapped loudly on the stone pavement at every step. His cap, with a broken shade, was pushed jauntily over one ear, leaving half his shaven head unprotected from the sun, while his face and neck were covered by a thick layer of oily dirt. He recognised Ilia at a distance, nodded merrily, but did not quicken his pace to meet him.


    “Good-morning,” said Ilia, “what a fop you look.”


    Pashka squeezed Ilia’s hand tightly in his, and, without letting it go, laughed gaily. His teeth and eyes glistened brightly and merrily from under the mask of dirt.


    “How do you do?”


    “We get on as well as we can: if there’s food we gobble it down, and if there’s none we squeal and go to bed without any — ha, ha! But I’m glad I met you, the deuce take you!”


    “Why don’t you ever come and see us?” asked Ilia, smiling.


    He, too, was glad to see his old playmate so merry and dirty. He looked at Pashka’s peasant boots, then at his own new ones, which had cost nine roubles, and smiled in a self-sufficient way.


    “How am I to know where you live?” said Gratchoff.


    “At the same place, at Filimonoff’s.”


    “Y-yes? And Yashka said you were selling fish somewhere or other.”


    Then Ilia told Pashka with pride of his employment at Stroganoff’s and about the life he was leading now.


    “Done like a brick!” exclaimed Gratchoff, approvingly. “It was the same with me. I was discharged from a printing - office for getting into mischief, so I engaged myself to an artist to grind colours and do different jobs. But the deuce take it, one day I sat down on a wet signboard — well, they did begin beating me! and didn’t they give it me, too, the devils! all of them — my master, his wife and the workman. One might have thought they would die from exhaustion. Then they discharged me. Now I am living with a plumber — six roubles a month. I’ve been to get my dinner and I’m going back to my work.”


    “You don’t seem to hurry.”


    “Let it go to the dogs! Is it possible to ever get through and finish work? I must call on you some day.”


    “Do come,” answered Ilia in a friendly tone.


    “Do you still read books?”


    “Of course; and you?”


    “And I also peck at them a bit.”


    “And do you write poetry?”


    “Yes, poetry too.”


    And again Pashka laughed merrily.


    “You’ll come then, eh? and bring your poetry along with you.”


    “I’ll come, honour bright, and bring some vodka.”


    “Do you drink?”


    “We pour it down. But I must say good-bye.”


    “Good-bye,” said Ilia.


    He went on his way thinking of Pashka. It seemed strange to him that this tattered lad had not shown any envy for his fine boots and clean clothes, not even appearing to have noticed them. And when Ilia had told him of his independent life, Pashka was only glad. With an incomprehensible trouble in his heart, Ilia asked himself was it possible that Gratchoff did not seek for what everyone else was seeking? What could one wish for more than a clean, quiet, independent life?


    This gloomy, troubled feeling always grew greater after Ilia had been to church. He very rarely missed attending the church service, going with pleasure to morning and evening service. He did not pray, but simply stood in some corner, and, thinking of nothing in particular, looked at the congregation and listened to the singing. The people stood silent and motionless, and in their silence there was something unanimous, as if everyone were concentrating his thoughts on the same thing. Waves of song and clouds of incense floated through the church; and sometimes it seemed to Ilia as if he were rising up with the sounds, floating with them in the warm, sweet atmosphere, and losing himself in it. In the solemnity and mystery that filled the church and acted in a soothing way on his spirit, there seemed something he had never found in the hurry of life, and which was foreign to his usual desires. At first this impression of Ilia’s remained separate from his ordinary everyday impressions, not mixing with them and not troubling him; but after a time he noticed that there existed something in him which was always watching over him, which hid itself timidly and was silent in his busy hours; but when he came to church, it grew gradually larger in his soul, and awakened thoughts that were strangely distressing, and upset his idea of the most important things in life. In such moments he always thought of the tales about the hermit, Antipe, and the rag-picker’s loving words about God.


    “Our Lord sees everything, knows the measure of everything. There is nobody but Him.”


    Ilia came home uneasy and restless, conscious that his dream of the future had faded and lost all its attraction, and that there was a new feeling within him which took away his desire to open a haberdashery shop. But after a time life assumed its normal aspect, and the uneasy feeling disappeared in the depths of his soul.


    When telling Jacob about the things that interested him, Ilia never spoke of this inward strife. He never willingly allowed his thoughts to dwell on it nor strove to understand the incomprehensible feeling.


    He passed the evenings very pleasantly. Coming home from town, he would enter Masha’s cellar and ask in the tone of a person who felt himself quite at home, —


    “Little Masha, how about the samovar?”


    But the samovar was always ready and stood on the table, purring and whistling. Ilia usually brought something good with him — cracknels, peppermint biscuits, gingerbread made with honey, and sometimes jam made with treacle; and Masha liked to give him tea. The girl had begun to earn money. Matitsa had taught her to make paper flowers, and Masha liked to make bright-coloured roses out of the thin paper that rustled merrily. Sometimes she earned as much as ten copecks a day. Once her father fell ill of typhoid fever, lay in hospital for more than two months, and came home spare and thin, his head covered with beautiful dark curls. He had shaved his rough, disreputable little beard, and, in spite of his yellow, sunken cheeks, seemed to have grown five years younger. He resumed his work by the day in other people’s work-shops, and seldom came home even to sleep, leaving his lodgings entirely at his daughter’s disposal. She mended his clothes and began calling him Perfishka, like everyone else. The shoemaker was amused by her attitude towards him and felt something like respect for his curly-headed daughter, who could laugh as gaily and merrily as he himself.


    Drinking tea with Masha in the evening became a habit with Ilia and Jacob. The lads seated themselves at the table and consumed a quantity of tea, taking a long time over it, getting warm and excited and talking about everything that interested them. Ilia related what he had seen in town; Jacob, who read the whole day long, talked about books, the scandals that happened in the eating-house, and complained of his father, but more and more often he spoke of things that seemed queer and incomprehensible to Ilia and Masha. Masha, who sat the whole day long in her room working and singing, listened to the lads’ conversation, spoke little herself, and laughed when there was anything to laugh at. The tea was uncommonly good and the samovar even seemed to wear a fine, jovial and gay expression. Nearly always when the lads had just begun to enjoy their tea, the samovar would begin to hum and grumble in a good-natured, fussy way, and they would find there was no more water in it. Masha would catch it up and carry it off to replenish it. Sometimes she had to do this several times during the evening. If there were a moon, its rays shone on the little company, every day exactly the same, always a spot of the same shape.


    In this little hole, surrounded by half-rotten walls and covered with a heavy, low ceiling, there was always a want of air, light, water, bread, sugar, and many other things, but it was merry nevertheless, and the home of many good feelings and innocent youthful thoughts. Sometimes Perfishka was present at these tea-parties, and sat in a dark corner of the room on a platform near the stubby old stove, which was half sunken in the earth, or else climbed up on to it, hung down his head, and his white, small teeth glistened in the twilight. His daughter would hand him a big mug of tea, a piece of sugar and bread, and he would accept it, and say, smiling, —


    “Thank you kindly, Maria Perfilievna, I am much touched by your kindness.”


    Sometimes he would exclaim, with a sigh of envy, —


    “You do have a happy time, you fellows, may you be drenched with rain! It is pleasant, quite like human beings.”


    And then, smiling and sighing, he would say, —


    “Life keeps getting better! Every year it is pleasanter for men. When I was your age I had only the shoemaker’s stirrup to converse with. It would begin stroking my back and I would roar at the top of my voice with pleasure. If it stopped, my back got offended and began to pout and grieve at the absence of its dear friend. Well, it did not make it wait — it was a sensitive shoemaker’s stirrup. Yes! that was the only pleasure I ever had, by God! Here, when you grow up, you will have all this to remember — your talks, different events and all your pleasant life. When I grew up — I’m thirty-six — I had nothing to look back upon! Not one single spark! Nothing at all! Just as if I had been blind and deaf at your age. I only remember that my teeth chattered with hunger and cold, and my face was covered with bruises; and how my bones, ears, hair remained uninjured, I can’t conceive. There was only the stove with which I was not beaten, but against the stove I was banged as much as you please. N-yes, they took pains with me and dealt with me as if I was a string, that had to be twisted. And although they beat me, and flayed me alive, and drank my blood and threw me on the floor — a Russian is pliable. You can pound him in a mortar, he’ll always turn up in his place. A f-fine strong man is he. Look at me, I was ground and chipped, and still I’m alive and kicking, and lead the life of a cuckoo. I fly from eating-house to eating-house, and am content with the whole world. God loves me. He glanced at me just once and laughed. ‘Oh,’ says He, ‘what a fellow you are!’ and took no more notice of me.”


    The boys listened to the shoemaker’s flowing speech and laughed. But while Ilia laughed too, the sound of Perfishka’s sing-song voice always awakened in him the same importunate and vague idea. One day he tried to make it clear to himself and asked the shoemaker, with an incredulous smile, —


    “And so, Perfishka, you don’t wish for anything?”


    “Who says so? Why, I’m always wishing for a drink.”


    “No, tell me the truth; you do wish for something, don’t you?” insisted Ilia.


    “Seriously? Well, then, I’d like a harmonica. I’d like to have a f-fine harmonica, that would cost about twenty-five roubles! S-s-s! Then wouldn’t I play you something!”


    He was silent for a while and then began to laugh gladly and softly, but the next instant stopped, pondered over something, and at last, fully convinced, said to Ilia, —


    “N-no, my boy, the harmonica is no good to me either. First of all, an expensive one I’d certainly sell and spend all the money in drink — one! Secondly, it might turn out worse than my old one — two! Do you know what a harmonica I possess? It is priceless! My soul resides in it! It understands me! I have only just time to think of putting my finger on the stop, and it begins to sing. My harmonica, boy, is a rare one — perhaps it is the only one that exists in this world. My harmonica is like a wife to me. I had a real wife once upon a time — she was not a human being, but an angel! And if I wanted to marry now — why, how could I? it’s impossible to find another like her. I should certainly apply the old measure to the new wife, and she would prove shorter, and that would be bad for her and for me. That’s how it stands. Oh, dear! not that which is really good is good, but what we love.”


    Ilia agreed with Perfishka in his praises of his harmonica. Perfishka’s instrument aroused unanimous admiration by its sensitiveness and sound. But Ilia could not believe that the shoemaker wished for nothing. A clear and definite question arose before Ilia: is it possible to live one’s whole life in dirt, go about in tatters, drink vodka, and knowing how to play on the harmonica, not wish for anything else? This thought made him look upon Perfishka as an eccentric person, but still he watched the unconcerned fellow with interest, and felt that the shoemaker, in his soul, was the best man in the whole house, although he was a drunkard and a good-for-nothing fellow.


    Sometimes the young folk approached those great, deep questions, which, lying open before them, attract inquiring minds and hearts, and then like a bottomless pit swallow them up in mysterious darkness. Such questions were generally raised by Jacob. He had acquired a strange habit; he was always pressing himself close against everything, as if he did not feel firm upon his legs. When he was seated, he either leant his back against the nearest object or else pressed it tightly with his hand. When walking in the street, with a quick but uneven step, he touched all the curb-stones for some unseen reason, as if he were counting them, or else caught at all the fences with his hand, as if he were trying their solidity. At tea, in Masha’s room, he always sat near the window, leaning his back against the wall, and his long fingers holding a chair or the edge of the table. Bending his big head, covered with straight, soft hair, the colour of damp shavings, on one side, he looked at his interlocutors, and his blue eyes in his pale face kept alternately screwing themselves up and opening wide again. He still liked to tell his dreams, but he never could tell the contents of the book he had read without adding something strange and incomprehensible of his own invention. Ilia caught him at this several times, but Jacob was not in the least disconcerted, and said simply, —


    “The way I told it was better. It is only the Holy Scriptures upon which it is not allowed to comment, but simple books one can explain as one likes. They are written by men, and I am a man. I can alter what I don’t like in them. Just tell me: when you are asleep, where is your soul?”


    “How do I know?” answered Ilia, who did not like such questions because they aroused a disagreeable feeling of restlessness in him.


    “I believe it is quite true that it flies away,” declared Jacob.


    “Of course it flies away,” said Masha, with conviction.


    “And how do you know?” asked Ilia, severely “I think so.”


    “It flies away,” said Jacob, smiling thoughtfully. “It needs rest too. That’s why we have dreams.”


    Ilia did not know how to reply to such an inoffensive remark, and was silent, although he always experienced a strong desire to refute what his friend said. All were silent for a time, perhaps for several minutes. The dark hole seemed to grow still darker. The lamp flared, there was a smell of charcoal from the samovar, and a strange, dull sound reached them; it came from the eating-house, which was buzzing and roaring above them. Again Jacob’s quiet voice sounded, —


    “People bustle about, work and so on. That is called living. Then suddenly — thump! The person is dead. What does that mean? You, Ilia, what do you think, eh?”


    “It does not mean anything. When one grows old it’s time to die.”


    “No, but young people and children die too. Strong people die.”


    “That means they are not strong if they die.”


    “But what did they live for?”


    “There he goes!” exclaimed Ilia, with a sneer, feeling able to answer. “They just live for the sake of living. They work, they endeavour to obtain success. Everyone wants to live well and looks out for the chance of making a career. Everyone seeks an opportunity to get rich and live in cleanliness.”


    “But those are the poor people. And the rich? They possess everything. What need have they to seek anything?”


    “Well, you are clever! The rich people! if they did not exist, for whom would the poor people work?” Jacob pondered for an instant, and asked, —


    “So, in your opinion, everyone lives in order to work?”


    “Of course, that is to say not quite all. Some work, while others don’t do anything. They have already done their work, amassed money, and live.”


    “But what for?”


    “Devil take you! do they want to live or not? You want to live, don’t you?” cried Ilia, getting angry with his friend. But it was difficult to say why he was angry — because Jacob asked questions, or because he answered them badly? He felt that Jacob’s questions caught at something inside him that they could not lift up, and only aroused a disagreeable feeling. “Well, you yourself, what do you live for?” cried he to his friend.


    “That is what I don’t know,” said Jacob, meekly. “ I wouldn’t mind dying — I’m afraid to — but it’s interesting all the same.”


    And suddenly he began speaking gently and reproachfully, —


    “You are angry, but quite unjustly. Just think; people live for work, and the work exists for them — and they? It’s a wheel that goes round and round and remains on the same spot. And it is quite incomprehensible — what for? And where is God? For God is the axle! He said to Adam and Eve: ‘Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth’ — but what for?” And bending down to his friend, Jacob said in a low, mysterious voice, with fear in his blue eyes, “Do you know? It was told — what we live for was told. But somebody robbed God — stole and hid away the explanation. And that someone was Satan! Who else but Satan? That is why nobody knows what we live for.”


    Ilia listened to his friend’s incoherent speech, feeling it lay hold of his soul, and was silent.


    Jacob continued speaking more hurriedly and softly, his eyes started from their sockets, his pale face was full of dread, and it was quite impossible to understand anything he said.


    “What does God want of you — do you know? Aha!” would suddenly rise above the flow of words in a triumphant exclamation. And again quiet, disjointed words poured from his lips. Masha watched her friend and protector with her mouth wide open in astonishment. Ilia knitted his brows angrily. He felt disgusted at not being able to understand. He considered himself cleverer than Jacob, but Jacob always amazed him by his wonderful memory and facility in speaking about all sorts of high matters. At last, getting tired of listening in silence, and feeling a distressing confusion in his mind, he interrupted the speaker angrily, —


    “Go to the devil! What are you jabbering about? You have been reading too much, that’s what it is, and you don’t understand anything yourself.”


    “But that’s just what I’m saying: I don’t understand anything!” exclaimed Jacob, with surprise and vexation.


    “Then say outright, I don’t understand! But you set your wind-pipe going, and chatter away like a madman. And I’ve got to listen to you.”


    “No, wait a bit!” Jacob persisted. “Don’t you see, it is not in your power to understand? For instance — here is a lamp and a flame. Where does the flame come from? It appears suddenly, and disappears as suddenly. Strike a match and it burns. Consequently, it exists always. Does it float about in the air then, invisible?”


    This question lay hold of Ilia too. The disdainful look faded from his face, he looked at the lamp and said, —


    “If it were in the air, it would always be warm; but one can light a match when the temperature is below freezing-point. Consequently, it is not in the air.”


    “But where then?” asked Jacob, looking at his friend hopefully.


    “In the match,” struck in Masha. But in these conversations, touching on the mystery of life, the girl always remained without an answer. She was accustomed to this and did not get offended.


    “Where?” cried Ilia, with exasperation. “I don’t know, and don’t want to know! I know that one must not put one’s hand into it, but one may warm oneself near it. That’s all.”


    “That’s all very fine!” said Jacob, indignantly, and with animation. “I don’t want to know, indeed! I can say that just as easily as you, and every fool can too. No, just explain — where does fire come from? I don’t ask about bread, in that case everything can be seen: from corn — one gets the grain, from the grain — flour, out of flour — dough is made, and it’s ready. But how is a man born?”


    Ilia looked at his friend’s big head with astonishment and envy. Now and then, feeling himself outdone by Jacob’s questions, he started up from his seat and spoke rough, harsh words. Robust and broad-shouldered, he always went up to the stove in such instances, leant his shoulders against it, and, shaking his curly head, spoke, pronouncing each word deliberately, —


    “You confuse my mind. You’re a queer fellow, that’s what you are! And your head is full of all this because you have nothing to do. What sort of a life do you lead? To stand behind a counter is of no importance; and you’ll stand like a post your whole life long. But if you were to walk about the streets like me from morning till night, trying to make your fortune, you’d have no time to think of nonsense, you’d be thinking of the best way to seize your opportunity and make a man of yourself. That’s why your head is so big, because all sorts of nonsense makes it stick out. Judicious thoughts are small, and they don’t make one’s head swell.”


    Jacob listened to him and was silent, sitting doubled up on his chair, and holding on to something tightly with his hands. Now and then his lips moved, but no sound came, and his eyes blinked repeatedly. When Ilia had finished speaking and seated himself at the table again, Jacob began to philosophise.


    “They say there is a book called science — black magic, and everything is explained in it — how, and why, and what for. If we could get such a book and read it. Would you read such a book? I expect it’s fearful.”


    During such conversations Masha would rise from the table and seat herself on her bed, from whence she looked first at one and then at the other with her big black eyes. After a time she would begin to yawn and rock herself backwards and forwards, until at last she dropped on her pillow.


    “Well, it’s time to go to bed,” Ilia would say.


    “We’ll go, only wait a moment. I’ll just cover Masha and put out the lamp.”


    But seeing Ilia put out his hand to open the door, Jacob would hurriedly and piteously say, —


    “Just wait a bit. I’m afraid of being alone — it’s dark.’


    “Oh, dear!” Luneff would exclaim scornfully. “You’re sixteen, boy, but a baby still. How is it I’m not afraid of anything, eh? Even if I met a devil — I wouldn’t mind! But you—”


    And he waved his hand at Jacob. Jacob bustled about Masha in silence, then hastily blew out the lamp, The light quivered, disappeared, and the darkness burst into the room silently from all sides. Sometimes, however, a blue ray of moonlight fell gently on to the floor through the window.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XI


    
      
    


    ONCE on a holiday, Luneff came home pale, with clenched teeth, and, without undressing, threw himself upon his bed. His heart was full of anger, which lay like a motionless and cold lump in his breast, a dull pain in his neck would not let him move his head, and it seemed to him that his whole body ached with the insult he had received.


    That morning a policeman had allowed him to stand with his goods near the circus, in which a performance was going on, for a piece of egg-soap and a dozen hooks, and Ilia had installed himself comfortably near the entrance. But the assistant of the commissary of police had come up, given him a blow on the neck, and kicked over the trestles on which his case stood, and all the goods were scattered on the ground, several things were spoiled, having tumbled into the mud, others were lost. Picking up his goods, Ilia said to the assistant, —


    “That is not a lawful proceeding, your honour.”


    “What?” asked the offender, twirling his moustache.


    “You have no right to.”


    “Indeed? Migunoff! take him to the police-station,” said the assistant, calmly.


    And the very same policeman who had allowed Ilia to stand near the circus took him to the lock-up where Luneff had remained till evening. Collisions with the police had happend to Luneff before, but this was the first time he had been locked up by them, and never had he felt so insulted and angry. Lying on his bed in his room, he shut his eyes and concentrated all his thoughts on the feeling of painful and distressing oppression that weighed on his breast. On the other side of the wall the eating-house was full of noise and rumbling which sounded like rapid and muddy streams flowing down the mountains on a misty autumn day. The iron trays clattered, the china rattled, voices called loudly for vodka, tea, beer. The waiters cried, —


    “In a minute. I’m bringing it.”


    And cutting through the noise like a quivering steel rod, a high voice sang sadly: —


    


    “I did not think that I should spend my youth in weariness.”


    


    Another voice, low and sonorous, drowned in the chaos of sound, joined the first one softly and sweetly: —


    


    “Oh, I have spent my youth in weariness.”


    


    Then the voices melted together into one clear ripple of sadly-beautiful sound that for several minutes rose above the din in a wail: —


    


    “Not in good living and in riches,


    But in cursed loneliness.”


    


    Someone cried out in a dry and cracked voice, as if his throat was made of wood, —


    “You lie! It is said: ‘Because thou hast kept the word of my patience, I will also keep thee from the hour of temptation.’”


    “You are lying yourself,” replied the other, hotly and distinctly; “in the same place it is said: ‘So then, because thou art lukewarm and neither cold nor hot, I will spue thee out of my mouth,’ so there! Well, what have you gained?”


    A loud laugh resounded and then a shrill voice burst forth like hail-shot.


    “And I gave it her — on her little face, on her dainty little face! first upon her ear, and then on her teeth. Whack, whack, whack!”


    “Oh, you devil! Ha, ha, ha! W-well?”


    The shrill voice continued with a gasp, loud and sharp, —


    “She fell to the ground. And I pitched into her face again, into her sweet face! T-that’s for you! I was the first to kiss it and I’ll smash it.”


    “Expounder of the Gospel!” someone called out, with a sneer.


    “No, I was in my right. A man ought to! he ought to!”


    “‘As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten,’ have you forgotten? And again: ‘Judge not, that ye be not judged.’ And then, have you forgotten King David’s words?”


    Ilia listened to these discussions, songs and laughter for a long time, but they made no impression on him and aroused no thoughts. Before him, in the darkness, floated the thin, hook-nosed face of the assistant of the commissary of police, with green eyes that glistened viciously, and red whiskers that moved. He kept looking at the face, and clenching his teeth tighter and tighter. But the song on the other side of the wall grew louder, the singers were getting animated, their voices sounded bolder and louder, the shrill, piteous sounds found their way into Ilia’s heart and touched the icy-cold lump of anger and pride that lay on it: —


    


    “I have traversed,”


    sang the high voice,


    “From end to end,”


    joined in the other; and then both voices melted together in a wail,


    “The whole country of Siberia


    And I kept searching for the way home.”


    


    Ilia sighed and began listening to the sad words. In the dense noise of the eating-house they shone like little stars in a sky covered with clouds. The clouds float by quickly and the stars keep flashing out and disappearing again: —


    


    “Oh! I have chewed my tongue from hunger,


    And my bones ache with the cold,”


    the song went on expressively.


    “Go on, nightingales!” someone cried out in a friendly voice.


    Ilia was thinking that these people who were singing so well that the song touched one’s heart, would afterwards get drunk with vodka and perhaps begin to fight. The good does not last long in a man.


    


    “Oh! my fate is black,”


    wailed the high voice.


    And the bass took up the song loudly in a low key: —


    


    “And is like a burden of iron.”


    


    Ilia’s memory brought up from the past the image of Grandfather Jeremiah. The old man, with tears in his eyes and on his cheeks, and shaking his head, was saying, —


    “I have looked and looked and seen no truth.”


    And Ilia thought that Grandfather Jeremiah loved God, yet hoarded money on the quiet; and Uncle Terence fears God, yet stole the money; and everyone has two natures somehow. In each breast there seems to be a pair of scales, and the heart, bending first to one side and then to the other, is like the arrow of the scales, weighing the load of good and evil.


    “Aha!” roared a voice in the eating-house; and the next instant something fell to the ground with such force that Ilia’s bed shook under him.


    “Stop! Goodness.”


    “Catch him — ah, ah!”


    “Help!”


    The noise suddenly grew louder, a chorus of sounds arose, whirling, groaning, trembling in the air, catching at each other like a herd of fierce and hungry dogs. Separate voices were all drowned in the chaos of cries and shouts.


    Ilia listened to the noise with pleasure; he was glad that what he expected had happened, thus confirming his opinion of people. He turned over in his bed, put his hands under his head and gave himself up to his thoughts again.


    “I expect Grandfather Antipe’s sin was very great if he passed eight years running in silent prayer begging for forgiveness. And the people forgave him and spoke of him with respect, calling him a righteous man. But they ruined his children: one of them they sent off to Siberia and drove the other away from their village.”


    “Here an especial reckoning is needed!” Ilia recalled to his mind the impressive words of merchant Stroganoff. “If there is one honest man and nine rascals, no one wins, but the man is lost. The majority are always right.”


    Ilia smiled. A cold, spiteful feeling towards everyone stirred in his breast like a snake. And his memory kept bringing forward well-known scenes. Big, awkward Matista lay in the middle of the yard in the dirt and groaned, —


    “Mo-other! Mo-other mine! If you could only see me!”


    Tipsy Perfishka stood near her, and, staggering on his legs, was saying reproachfully, —


    “She’s gorged herself! the sow.”


    And healthy, ruddy Petruha watched them from the steps, smiling disdainfully.


    Ilia pictured all this to himself, and his heart contracted, growing harder and harder.


    The quarrel in the eating-house was over. Three voices — two female and one male — tried to get up a song, but it did not succeed. Somebody brought a harmonica and began playing on it very badly for a short time and stopped. Near the wall, next to which Ilia’s bed stood, two persons began speaking in a low voice, with frequent and heavy sighs. Ilia listened to them angrily.


    “You go on living in this way — working — losing all your life-blood — and not an atom of good comes of it. Everybody lives more or less decently, while we seem to be continually sprawling instead of standing firmly on our legs.”


    “Y-yes.”


    “And we can’t distinguish anything in the bustle. Only of one thing we can be sure, and that is, that by honest labour you will never be able to build yourself a stone house, but will have to keep a sharp look-out not to break your neck and perish.”


    “Oh, dear! There’s no answer to that.”


    “And for dishonest work one hasn’t the courage nor the cunning. So that — the nut is to the toad’s taste, but the toad has no teeth.”


    “O Lord, our Father.”


    Ilia also sighed involuntarily. Perfishka’s ringing voice could be heard, rising above all the din in the eating-house. The shoemaker called out in a sing-song voluble way, —


    “Oh, little brown jug, pour out your contents and don’t grudge the master’s property. Let’s drink and love women till we are reduced to begging. A thread from everybody is enough to make a beggar a loop. And if he gets out of that loop, he can hang himself with his sinews.”


    There was a burst of merry laughter and cries of approval. Then near the wall the low voices began again: —


    “I have worked since childhood, and I’ll soon be forty. But often there isn’t even enough bread. Of trouble there is plenty every day, but not always any cabbage-soup. Home is dismal. The children cry, my wife grumbles, one longs to be able to shut one’s eyes. Well, one fine day you lose all patience, let all the screws loose and go for a spree. When you come to your senses and look round, you find poverty has sharpened her teeth still more while you were drinking and diverting yourself.”


    “That’s true.”


    “Then you pray: Father All-merciful! Why have I to suffer so? But I suppose He does not hear.”


    “Yes. I suppose He does not.”


    The hopeless buzzing of the hollow voice and the still more hopeless and monotonous replies of the other distressed Ilia. He began tossing about on his bed and gave a loud knock on the wall with his elbow on purpose. The voices were silent.


    But Ilia, seized with a miserable restlessness, could lie no longer. He got up, went out into the yard, and stopped on the steps, full of a desire to go away somewhere, but not knowing where to go. It was getting late; Masha was asleep; Jacob had a headache and was lying down in his room, where Ilia did not like to go, because Petruha always scowled when he saw him. A cold autumn wind was blowing. A dense, almost black obscurity filled the yard and the sky could not be seen. All the buildings in the yard seemed to be great masses of obscurity, condensed by the wind. In the damp air floated strange sounds, clapping and rustling, and a strange, soft whisper, like a man’s murmur against life.


    The wind dashed at Ilia, blew into his face and sent a damp breath down his neck. He shivered, but did not go away, and stood meditating over the impossibility of going on living like this. One must go away from all this dirty bustle and live alone in cleanliness and quiet.


    “Who is standing there?” sounded suddenly a hollow voice.


    “It is I. Who is that speaking?”


    “I — Matitsa.”


    “But where are you?”


    “I’m sitting on the wood.”


    “What for?”


    “So.”


    And both were silent.


    “To-day is the anniversary of my mother’s death,” said Matitsa in the darkness.


    “Did she die a long time ago?” asked Ilia, just for something to say.


    “Yes, about fifteen years ago, perhaps more. And is your mother alive?”


    “No, she is dead too. How old are you then?” Matitsa was silent, then gave a whistle and said, —


    “About thirty. I’m old. I’ve hurt my foot. It is swollen like a melon and aches. I’ve rubbed and rubbed it with all sorts of things, but they do not help.”


    “You ought to go to the hospital.”


    “It’s too far, I’ll never get there.”


    “On an isvoschik.”


    “I have no money.”


    Someone opened the door of the eating-house, and a noisy mass of sounds burst into the yard. The wind caught them up and dispersed them in the darkness.


    “What are you standing here for?” asked Matitsa.


    “So. I feel dull.”


    “Just like me; my room is like a coffin.”


    Ilia heard a heavy sigh. Then Matitsa said, —


    “Let’s go to my room?”


    Ilia looked in the direction of the woman’s voice and answered indifferently, —


    “Let’s go.”


    They mounted the stairs which led to the attic, Matitsa walking in front of Ilia. She lifted first her right foot and placed it on the step, then, sighing deeply, lifted the left one slowly. Ilia followed her slowly too, thinking of nothing in particular, as if an oppressive dulness hindered him from going up, just as Matitsa was hindered by her pain.


    The woman’s room was long and narrow and the ceiling certainly did resemble the lid of a coffin. Near the door stood a Dutch stove and by the wall, with its back against the stove, was a broad bed, beside which was a table with two chairs on either side. Another chair stood near the window, which seemed a dark blot on the grey wall. Here, at the top of the house, the noise and howling of the wind was louder. Ilia sat down on the chair by the window, and, noticing a small holy picture in the corner, asked, —


    “Whose image is that?”


    “Saint Ann,” said Matitsa, reverently, in a low voice. “And what is your name?”


    “Ann too, didn’t you know?”


    “No.”


    “Nobody knows,” said Matitsa, sitting down heavily on the bed. Ilia looked at her, but did not feel any inclination to speak. The woman was silent too. They both sat in silence for a long time, three minutes at least, and neither seemed to notice the other’s presence. At last Matitsa asked, —


    “Well, what shall we do?”


    “I don’t know,” answered Ilia, perplexed.


    “Oh, of course not,” exclaimed the woman, smiling incredulously.


    “Well, what then?”


    “Treat me to something. Buy a bottle of beer. No, better buy me something to eat. Nothing else, but only something to eat.”


    Her voice broke off, she coughed and continued guiltily, —


    “Do you see. Since my foot got bad, I could not gain anything. Because I can’t go out. And I have spent all. Why, I’ve had to stay at home five days. Yesterday I had nothing to eat at all scarcely, and today I have had nothing at all — by God! it’s the truth.” Then Ilia remembered that Matitsa led a loose life. He looked at her big face fixedly and saw her black eyes smiling slightly and her lips moving, as if she were sucking something invisible. An awkwardness and a certain feeling of troubled concern for her took possession of him.


    “I will bring you something in a minute. I’ll bring you some beer.”


    He rose quickly, ran down the stairs to the entrance of the eating-house, and stopped before the door. Suddenly he lost all desire to return to the attic; but this feeling only flashed for an instant in the dismal darkness of his soul like a spark, and went out instantly. He entered the kitchen and bought some scraps of boiled meat, pieces of bread and the remains of something else eatable, all for ten copecks, of the cook. The cook put it all into a greasy sieve. Ilia took the sieve in both hands like a dish, and at the entrance stopped again, wondering how to get some beer. He could not buy any at the bar himself Terence would ask for whom it was intended. So he called out the scullery-man and asked him to go and buy some. The scullery-man ran to the bar, came back, and, having thrust the bottles silently into Ilia’s hands, caught hold of the handle of the kitchen door.


    “Stop,” said Ilia. “It is not for me. A friend of mine has come to see me, it’s for him.”


    “What?” asked the scullery-man.


    “I’m treating a friend of mine.”


    “Aha — well, what of that?”


    Ilia perceived that the lie was quite unnecessary and he felt an awkwardness. He mounted the stairs slowly, lending an attentive ear to every sound, as if he were afraid someone would call out and stop him. But nothing was to be heard, except the noise of the wind, no one stopped him, and he entered the attic with a lustful feeling for the woman, it was a timid feeling but nevertheless he was quite conscious of it.


    Matitsa put the sieve on her lap and pulled out grey pieces of food with her fingers in silence; she put them into her wide-open mouth and champed loudly. Her teeth were big and sharp, and before putting a piece into her mouth she examined it attentively from all sides, just as if she were looking for the most tasty bit.


    Ilia watched the woman fixedly and thought how he would take her in his arms and begin kissing her, but felt afraid that he would not know how to do it, and that she would mock him. He grew hot and cold at the thought. The wind rustled on the roof, blew in at the garret window and knocked at the door of the room, and each time the door shook Ilia started, expecting every minute that someone would come in and find him there.


    “Shall I lock the door?” he asked.


    Matitsa nodded her head in silence. Then she put the sieve on the top of the stove, crossed herself before the image of Saint Ann, and said, —


    “God be praised, the woman is satisfied. Oh, what a little a human being needs.”


    Ilia was silent. The woman looked at him, sighed and said, —


    “And from him who desires much, much will be claimed.”


    “Who will claim much?” asked Ilia.


    “Why, God — don’t you know that?”


    Ilia did not answer her. The name of God on her lips awakened in him an acute but indefinite feeling, which he could not have put into words, and it took away his desire to clasp the woman in his arms. Matitsa caught hold of the bed with her hands, lifted up her big body and moved it closer to the wall. Then she spoke in an indifferent and torpid voice, —


    “While I was eating I was thinking all the time of Perfishka’s daughter. I’ve been thinking of her a long time. She lives with you both, you and Jacob — that won’t bring her any good, think I. You’ll ruin the girl before her time, and she’ll go the same way as I. And my way is a filthy and cursed way, and women and girls don’t walk along it, but crawl like worms.”


    She was silent for a moment, and then continued, looking attentively at her hands, which were lying in her lap, —


    “Soon the girl will be grown up. I asked a few cooks and other women of my acquaintance if they knew of a situation for her, but they answered that there was none. Sell her, they said. That will be better for her; they will give her money and dress her decently, they’ll give her a lodging too. It happens sometimes, to be sure. Sometimes a rich man, when he gets feeble and is full of filth and women do not love him any more for nothing — well, such an abominable creature goes and buys a girl, and ruins her. Perhaps it’s for her good, but all the same it must be repugnant at first, and it would be better without. It is better to live hungry, but pure, than—”


    She began to cough, as if some word choked her, but with an effort, in the same indifferent voice, she finished, —


    “Than filthy and hungry — like me.”


    The wind flew about the garret and knocked insolently at the door. A fine rain rattled on the roof and outside the window a soft sound floated hither and thither, —


    “E-e-e.”


    The woman’s indifferent voice and her heavy, motionless figure did not encourage Ilia’s feeling to grow, nor did it instil the courage necessary for the expression of his desire. Matitsa seemed to push him further and further away from her; he noticed it and got angry with her.


    “Lord, O Lord,” said the woman, sighing softly. “Holy Mother!”


    Ilia moved angrily in his chair and said in a surly voice, —


    “You say you are filthy, but nevertheless you have nothing but God on your lips. Do you think He wants it of you?”


    Matitsa glanced at him, was silent, and hung her head.


    “I don’t understand what you are saying.”


    “There’s nothing to understand,” said Ilia, getting up from his chair. “You are all alike, you are wanton all your life long and then call on God. If you call to God you must not be wanton.”


    “Oh!” exclaimed the woman, distressed. “What’s that? Who thinks of God if not the sinners? Who else?”


    “That I don’t know,” said Ilia, feeling an invincible wish to insult this woman and people in general. “I only know that it’s not for the likes of you to speak of Him — yes. Not for you, you only screen yourself from others behind Him. I see through you, I am not a child, I can see. Everybody wails and complains, but why do they harm each other? Why do they cheat and rob each other? and are greedy over every bit of money? Aha! They sin, and then hide behind a corner! Lord, have mercy on us, indeed! I know them, the cheats and devils! They dupe each other and God too, and yet—”


    Matitsa looked at him in silence, with her mouth wide open and her neck stretched out, while in her eyes was an expression of dull astonishment Ilia went up to the door, tore off the hook abruptly and went out, banging the door noisily behind him. He knew he had cruelly insulted Matitsa and was glad of it, and felt his heart lighter and his head clearer. Coming down the stairs with a firm tread, he whistled under his breath, and his anger kept whispering to him hard, insulting words. It seemed to him as if all these words were red hot and were lighting up the darkness within him and pointing out to him a way which led aside from everyone else; and he was saying the words not only to Matitsa, but to Uncle Terence, and Petruha, and merchant Stroganoff — to everyone in fact.


    “That’s it!” thought he, coming into the yard. “There’s no necessity to stand on ceremony with you — you rabble.”


    The wind flew about in the yard, filling the air with sounds that resembled a cold, hard laugh.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XII


    
      
    


    SOON after his visit to Matitsa, Ilia began to frequent women. The first time it happened thus: one day, as he was going home, a woman came up to him and said,—” Come with me?”


    He looked at her, and in silence followed at her side. But, walking along, he bowed his head and kept looking round in fear of meeting someone he knew. After a few steps the woman said warningly, —


    “Mind — a rouble.’


    “All right!” said Ilia. “Let’s go on quicker.”


    All the way to the woman’s lodging they both walked in silence. And that was all.


    But women led to great expenses from the very first, and Ilia came gradually to the conclusion that his business was a useless loss of time and health, and that it would not give him the possibility of leading a clean life. At one time he thought of getting up lotteries and cheating his customers, like other hawkers. But, after thinking it over, he decided that the device was too trivial and troublesome. He would have to hide from the police or else curry favour with them and pay them, and this was repugnant to him. He liked to look everyone straight in the eyes, and felt a keen pleasure in the consciousness of being better dressed and cleaner than the other hawkers, and of not drinking vodka and cheating, like others. He walked about the streets sedately, without any hurry; his face, with its prominent cheekbones, was grave, and wore an expression of reserve; when he talked, he screwed up his dark eyes, and though he said little, it was to the point. He would often picture to himself how nice it would be if he suddenly found some money, a thousand roubles or more. Tales about robberies always awakened a burning interest in him: he bought a newspaper, read attentively all the details of the robbery, and perused the papers for a long time afterwards to see if the thieves were found out or not; and if they were caught, he got angry and abused them, saying to Jacob, —


    “They’re caught, the fools! They ought not to have undertaken the job if they didn’t know how to, the idiots!”


    One day, sitting in his room with Jacob, he said, —


    “But nevertheless life is easier for a rogue than for an honest man.”


    Jacob’s face grew constrained, he screwed up his eyes and spoke in the low, mysterious voice in which he always talked of grave matters.


    “The other day your uncle drank tea with an old man. I suppose he was a well-read person. And the old man said that in the Bible it is written: ‘The strongholds of robbers stand firm, and they that provoke God are secure; into their hand God giveth abundantly.’”


    “You are not lying?” asked Ilia, listening attentively to his friend.


    “They are not my words,” continued Jacob, as if he were feeling for something in the air. “I don’t believe either that they are in the Bible. Perhaps he invented it himself, the old fellow. I asked him once or twice, he repeated the same, word for word. And the words are, I believe, correct. We must look in the Bible.” And, leaning over to Ilia, Jacob said in a low voice,—” Take my father, for instance. He’s at peace! But he angers God.”


    “And how greatly too!” exclaimed Ilia.


    “He’s elected member of the town council, he is.” Jacob bent his head, sighed deeply, and added, —


    “Every action of a man ought to be as smooth as an egg in his conscience, but instead, heigho! I’m sick of it all. I don’t understand anything. I have not got the knack of life and don’t feel any devotion to the eating-house. But my father keeps hammering at me: You’ve been idling about enough, come to your senses — work. But what work? I sell at the bar when Terence is not there, and although it’s repugnant to me, I bear it. But to do something of my own free will, I can’t.”


    “You must learn to,” said Ilia, imperiously.


    “Life is difficult,” said Jacob in a low voice. “Difficult? for you? That’s a lie,” cried Ilia, jumping up from the bed and coming up to his friend, who was sitting near the window. “It’s difficult for me, yes. But for you, when your father gets old you’ll be the master, afterwards he will die. But I, as I walk along the streets, I see trousers, waistcoats, watches and all sorts of things in the shop windows. I see them and say to myself: you’ll never wear such trousers, you’ll never have such watches — d’you understand? But I want them, and first of all I want to be respected. Am I worse than anyone else? I’m better. Am I a rascal? But rascals turn up their noses at me, they get elected members of the town council. They have their own houses — eating-houses. Why are rascals lucky, and I not? I also wish for something good — real.”


    Jacob looked at his friend, and suddenly said quietly, but distinctly, —


    “May God keep you from luck!”


    “What? why?” cried Ilia, stopping in the middle of the room and looking at Jacob excitedly.


    “You are greedy, nothing will satisfy you,” explained Jacob.


    Ilia gave an angry laugh.


    “Nothing will satisfy me? Just tell your father to give me half the money that he and my uncle stole from Grandfather Jeremiah, and I’ll be satisfied, yes. I’m greedy, am I? and your father—”


    But here Jacob got up from his chair and went slowly to the door, with his head bent low. Ilia saw that his shoulders quivered, and his neck was bent, as if someone had given him a heavy blow on it.


    “Wait a bit!” said Ilia, disconcerted, taking his friend by the arm. “Where are you off to?”


    “Let me go, brother,” said Jacob, almost in a whisper, then stopped and glanced at Ilia. His face was pale, his lips were tightly compressed, and he was quite done for, as if he had been crushed by a great weight.


    “Well, never mind, wait a bit,” said Ilia in a guilty voice, leading him carefully from the door and putting him back in his chair. “Don’t be angry with me, what’s the use? It’s the truth.”


    “I know,” said Jacob.


    “You know?”


    “Yes.”


    “Who told you?”


    “Everyone says so.”


    “Y-yes. But those who say so are rascals themselves.”


    Jacob glanced at him with piteous eyes and sighed.


    “I did not believe it, I thought people said it from spite, out of jealousy. Afterwards, I began to believe, and if you say so now, it means—”


    He waved his hand, turned away from his friend, and remained motionless with bent head, holding on tightly to the seat of his chair with his hands. Ilia quitted his friend’s side, sat down on his bed in the same pose as Jacob, and was silent, not knowing what to say to comfort him.


    On the other side of the wall people were shouting and roaring, dishes clashed, and a tipsy woman’s voice rose shrilly, —


    “I can’t sleep nor rest, and sleep won’t come to me.”


    “And one has to live in a place like this,” said Jacob in a half whisper.


    “Y-yes,” responded Ilia in the same tone. “I understand, you’re not happy. There’s one comfort, it’s the same for all, if one looks round. Everyone’s fate is the same.”


    “You know about that for certain?” asked Jacob, timidly, without looking at his friend.


    “I? I saw them. You remember, when I ran away? I looked through a crack and saw them sewing up the pillow, and the old man was still in his death agony.” Jacob shrugged his shoulders, but did not say a word. They sat for a long time in silence, both in the same attitude, one on the bed, the other on his chair. Then Jacob got up, went to the door, and said to Ilia,—” Good-bye.”


    “Good-bye, brother. Don’t take it to heart so much. What’s to be done?”


    “I’m all right,” responded Jacob, opening the door. Ilia followed him with his eyes and fell back heavily on to his bed. He was sorry for Jacob, and his anger against his uncle and Petruha, and everyone else, blazed up again. He saw that such a weak man as Jacob could not live among them, and that Jacob was a good man, kind, quiet and pure. Ilia began meditating about people, and his memory brought up many cases which showed people were spiteful, cruel and false. He knew many such cases, and it was easy for him to bespatter people with the dust and bitterness of his recollection; and the worse they seemed to him to be the harder it was for him to shake off the strange mingled feeling of sadness, bitterness and fear at the thought of his own loneliness in the dark, sorrowful life that was eddying around him like a roaring whirlwind.


    When, at last, he could no longer bear to lie alone in his small room, through the walls of which filtered the sordid and discordant sounds of the eating-house, he got up and went out. For a long time that night he walked about the streets wrestling with the gloomy and miserable feelings which oppressed him.


    He walked about in the darkness alone, thinking, and it seemed to him as if an enemy of some sort were watching him and pushing him inexorably in the direction of everything that was most dismal and wretched in life, and that made his soul ache and his heart burn with anger. There must be some good in the world — good people, and good actions, and joy; why, he asked himself, could he not see it? why did he only come into contact with the bad and the dismal? Who was pushing him towards the darkness, the dirt and the evil of life?


    He was walking along, overwhelmed with these thoughts, through a field near the stone wall of a monastery, which lay outside the town, and looking straight in front of him. Great clouds moved heavily and slowly in his direction, appearing out of the gloomy distance. Here and there above his head, among the clouds, shone for a moment blue spaces of sky, in which the stars sparkled. The stillness of the night was broken from time to time by the harmonious sound of the watch-bell of the monastery church, the sole movement in the dead stillness that enveloped the earth. Even from the dark mass of the town buildings, that lay behind Ilia, the noise of life did not reach him, although it was not late. The night was frosty; Ilia stumbled against the frozen mud as he walked. An awed feeling of loneliness and fear, the outcome of his thoughts, made him stop. He leaned against the cold stone of the monastery wall, trying to comprehend the nature of the power which seemed to be guiding his life and urging him towards sorrow and evil.


    A cold shiver of fear shook his body, and, gripped by a powerful foreboding of evil, he tore himself away from the wall, and set forth hurriedly towards the town, constantly stumbling in the mud, not daring to look behind him and pressing his hands tightly to his side.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XIII


    
      
    


    A FEW days later Ilia met Pashka Gratchoff. It was evening; tiny snowflakes floated lazily in the air, sparkling in the light of the lamps. In spite of the cold, Paul had nothing on but a fustian shirt without a belt He was walking slowly, his head bent low and his hands in his pockets, stooping, as if he were looking for something on the ground. When Ilia caught him up and called out, he lifted up his head, looked up at Ilia’s face, and said indifferently, —


    “Ah! it’s you.”


    “How do you do?” asked Ilia, walking by his side.


    “It would be worse if it could. And how are you?”


    “P-pretty fair.”


    “It’s not sweet for you either, I suppose.”


    They were silent, walking side by side and touching each other with their elbows.


    “Why don’t you come and see us? I’ve asked and asked you,” said Ilia.


    “I have no time, brother. We have not much spare time given us, you know that yourself.”


    “You could find some if you wanted to,” said Ilia, reproachfully.


    “Don’t be angry. You ask me to come and see you, but you never once asked where I live, to say nothing of coming and seeing me.”


    “Well, that’s true!” exclaimed Ilia, with a smile. “Just fancy!”


    Paul glanced at him, smiled and said more cheerfully, —


    “I live quite alone, I have no friends, I don’t seem to meet anyone in accord with me. I’ve been ill and lay in a hospital for about three months, no one came to see me during all that time.”


    “What ailed you?”


    “I caught a chill while I was tipsy. I had typhoid fever. When I began to get well — it was torture! I lay quite alone all day and all night, and it seemed to me as if I were dumb and blind, thrown into a pit like a pup. Thanks to the doctor, he gave me books all the time, or else I’d have died of depression.”


    “Were the books good ones?” asked Luneff. “Y-yes, brother, they were fine! I kept reading poetry — Lermontoff and Nekrasoff and Poushkine, I read, and it was as sweet as if I were swallowing milk. There is, brother, such poetry, that when you read it, it’s like your sweetheart kissing you. And sometimes a verse will give you such a blow on the heart: you blaze up as if it had struck a spark.”


    “I’m beginning to get out of the way of books,” said Ilia, and sighed.


    “Indeed?”


    “Yes. What’s the good? One reads of one thing, and sees something quite different in real life.”


    “That’s what is good. Let’s go to an eating-house. We’ll sit a while and chat. I must go to a certain place, but it’s too early yet, perhaps we’ll go there together.”


    “To an eating-house? Let’s go!” acquiesced Ilia, and took Pashka by the arm in a friendly way. The latter looked into his face again, smiled and said, —


    “We were never very great friends, but I like to meet you nevertheless.”


    “Well, I don’t know if you’re glad to see me. It’s as if you weren’t. But I—”


    “Heigh-ho, brother!” Paul interrupted him. “You caught me up when I was thinking of such things, it’s best not to remember them.”


    He waved his hand, was silent, and went on more slowly.


    They entered the first eating-house they came to, sat down in a corner and asked for some beer. By the lamplight Ilia saw that Paul’s face was thin and drawn, his eyes had an anxious expression, and his lips, that were usually half open in a mocking way, were now tightly compressed.


    “Where are you working now?” he asked Gratchoff.


    “In the printing-office again,” answered Paul, sadly. “Is it hard?”


    “N-no. It isn’t the work that wears, but worry.”


    Ilia felt a kind of pleasure seeing the once boisterous and merry Pashka now despondent and troubled. He wanted to know what had so changed him, and constantly refilling his glass, he kept on questioning him.


    “Well, and how does your poetry get on?”


    “I’ve thrown it up, but before I wrote a great deal.


    I showed it to the doctor; he praised me. One piece he even had printed in the papers. They gave me thirty-nine copecks for it.”


    “Oho!” exclaimed Ilia. “That’s fine! What was it like? Just say it.”


    Ilia’s warm interest and several glasses of beer cheered Gratchoff up. His eyes flashed and the colour came into his yellow cheeks.


    “Which?” asked he, rubbing his forehead hard. “I’ve forgotten. There, by God! I’ve forgotten! Wait a bit, perhaps I’ll remember. They’re in my head, like bees in a hive, buzzing about! Sometimes when I begin to write, I get quite excited and hot all over, and tears come into my eyes.”


    “Really? but why?” asked Ilia, astonished and incredulous.


    “It’s like that. Something burns in me, I want to speak out, but no words come, and I feel disgusted.” He sighed, and, shaking his head, added, —


    “In my mind there’s many a thought, which on paper comes to nought.”


    “Say some!” urged Ilia. The more he looked at Paul, the greater grew his curiosity, and mingling with it a warm feeling of admiration and sympathy.


    “I write mostly funny pieces, about my life,” said Gratchoff, smiling in embarrassment.


    “Well, say a funny piece,” insisted Ilia.


    Then Gratchoff cast a glance round, coughed, rubbed his chest, and began hurriedly in a half whisper, not looking at his friend’s face: —


    “It is night. I am sick! Through the dim window-panes


    The pale moon throws its rays in my room.


    Smiling kindly it draws a light pattern of blue


    On the mouldy damp wall of stone and remains


    Of the dirty wall-paper, tom, hanging in strips.


    In silence I sit and look on at it all


    And I can’t go to sleep for my troublesome thoughts.”


    


    Paul stopped, sighed heavily, and continued more slowly and softly: —


    


    “My fortune pursues me and crushes me down.


    It tears at my heart and strikes at my brain,


    It won’t even leave me the girl that I like,


    But it gives me this bottle to lessen the pain.


    The bottle is standing before me. The moon


    Makes it glisten, and sparkle, and smile like itself,


    And the wine inside heals the wounds of my heart.


    A mist rises up in my head from the drink,


    My thoughts are got rid of and then I can sleep.


    And won’t it be better to drink a glass more?


    I’ll have one. Let those who can sleep go without.


    But my thoughts won’t allow me to do so, I doubt.”


    


    Having finished, Gratchofif glanced for an instant at Ilia, and, bending his head still lower, said softly,— “There — they’re mostly like that — uncouth, somehow.” He drummed with his fingers on the edge of the table and began moving uneasily in his chair.


    For several seconds Ilia looked fixedly at Gratchoff with suspicion and astonishment. In his ears rang the bitter and harmonious words, and it was difficult for him to believe that they were composed by this same thin, beardless youth with restless eyes, dressed in an old coarse shirt and heavy boots.


    “W-well, brother, they are not so very funny,” said he, slowly and quietly, observing Paul. “They’re good. They have found their way to my heart, really! Here, say them over again, once more.”


    Paul lifted his head quickly, glanced at his listener with merry eyes, and, moving closer to him, asked softly, —


    “No, really — do you like them?”


    “By God! yes. What an odd fellow you are. Would I say an untruth?”


    “All right, I believe you — you’re straightforward. You’re a fine fellow, really.”


    “Say some more.”


    Paul began speaking softly and thoughtfully, stopping when necessary, and sighing deeply when his voice failed him; and when he had finished, Ilia’s doubt as to whether Paul had composed the poetry himself grew greater.


    “Something else!” he demanded.


    “D’you see, I had better come to you some day with my copy-book. They’re all very long, and it’s time for me to go! And then I don’t remember them well. All the beginnings and ends are on the tip of my tongue. Here’s an end — I have one piece — it’s as if I am in a forest in the night-time and lose my way and am tired out — well, and I feel frightened — everything is quite still, I am alone — I am trying to find my way and am bemoaning my lot: —


    


    


    “My heart is weary,


    My feet are sore,


    There is no way.


    Dear Mother Earth,


    Where shall I rest me,


    Will you not say?


    I lay me down Upon her loving And verdant breast,


    And with my heart I hear her whisper:


    ‘Come here and rest.’”


    


    “But it’s the truth: life is like going through an untouched forest, you see the light, but cannot find the way that leads to it. Listen, Ilia, come with me, eh? Let’s go together? I don’t want to say good-bye to you yet.” Gratchoff had risen from his chair and was bustling about, pulling Ilia by the sleeve and looking into his face affectionately.


    “I’ll come!” said Ilia. “I want to stay with you too. To tell you the truth — I believe and don’t believe in you. You are too strange! And then your poetry is pat.”


    “You don’t believe it’s mine? That doesn’t matter! When you see — you’ll believe,” said Paul, going out of the eating-house into the streets.


    “If it’s your own, you’re a fine fellow!” exclaimed Ilia, sincerely. “Go on! Tell me how real people live.”


    “Brother, when I get more into the way of it, I’ll write; then won’t I wake you up.”


    “Scratch away! Let them know.”


    “I say to myself sometimes: ‘Oh you! You are well fed, and well clothed’ — but I?”


    ‘“That’s it!”


    “Am I not a human being?”


    “All are equal.”


    “He who wears velvet and silk has all the good things, and he whose breast is not covered must go about with an empty belly? No, nothing of the sort.”


    “They lie! All are equal.”


    “Heigh-ho, Ilia! If only I had enough brains!” They were walking along quickly, catching the words, which they threw hotly and hurriedly to each other, in mid air, getting more and more excited and becoming closer friends. They both felt a joy at seeing their thoughts were the same, and it made their spirits rise still higher. The snow, falling in big flakes, melted on their faces, rested on their clothes, stuck to their boots, and they walked along in the mist and the slush.


    “I understand everything!” Paul was calling out with assurance.


    “One can’t live like this,” chimed in Luneff.


    “If you’ve been in a gymnasium — you’re a gentleman, even if your father was a water-carrier.”


    “That’s it! But why am I to blame if I did not go to a gymnasium, eh?”


    “You get the learning, while I get this,” said Gratchoff, biting his thumb at Ilia. “No, just wait a bit.”


    “Oh, the devil!” swore Ilia, putting his foot into a hole full of mud and snow.


    “Keep to the left.”


    “But where are we going, deuce take it?”


    “To Sidoriha.”


    “Where?”


    “To Sidoriha — don’t you know?”


    “I’ve never been there,” after a pause answered Ilia, and, making two or three steps, said laughing, “Our ways of life are different, brother.”


    “Heigh-ho!” said Paul, quietly, “I know that. But I must be there; I have business.”


    “I — I have nothing against it. I’ll come too, all the same!”


    “I’ll tell you, Ilia! Though it’s bitter for me to talk about it.”


    Paul spat on the ground noisily and was silent.


    “What is it?” asked Luneff, pricking up his ears.


    “You see,” began Paul, after a pause, “there’s a girl there. You’ll see what’s she’s like, she can set your whole soul on fire. She was housemaid to the doctor who treated me. I used to go to him for books after I got well. Well, I used to have to sit in the kitchen, waiting for him. And she was there, jumping about like a squirrel and laughing. Near her I was like a chip near a fire. I made up to her. She gave way at once, without any resistance. And it began! It was as if the sky were on fire. I flew to her, like a feather into the fire. We kissed till our lips were sore and our bones ached, heigh-ho! She was clean, and small, like a plaything, you caught her in your arms — and she disappeared entirely! She was like a bird that had flown into my heart, and was singing and singing there.”


    He stopped and gave a strange sob with a greedy sound.


    “Well?” asked Ilia, interested in his tale.


    “One day the doctor’s wife caught us — the devil take her! And she was a kind lady too, the damned fool! Sometimes she talked to me too — kindly. She was handsome, the witch!”


    “Well?” repeated Ilia.


    “Well, she kicked up a row. Vera was turned away and I too. They abused her, and me too. She, Vera, came to me, but I had no situation then. We had to starve. We sold everything to the last thread. Well, she has a will of her own. She ran away, and was lost for about two weeks. Then she reappeared, dressed in the latest fashion and all — bracelets — and money.” Pashka gnashed his teeth, and said in a hollow voice, “I beat her badly.”


    “Did she go away?” asked Ilia.


    “N-no, if she had gone away I’d have drowned myself.”


    “She remained with you?”


    “She said to me—’ either kill me, or else don’t touch me. I’m a burden to you. But I won’t give my soul away to anybody.’”


    “And what did you do?”


    “I did everything I could: I beat her and cried. What else could I do? I had nothing to give her to eat.”


    “Doesn’t she want to take a situation?”


    “The devil only knows! She said: ‘All right, suppose I do as you wish, and we have children — what shall we do with them? As it is everything is all right,’ said she, ‘all is yours, and there’ll be no children.’”


    Ilia Luneff pondered a moment and said, —


    “She’s wise.”


    Pashka remained silent, walking quickly in the snowy darkness. He outstripped his friend about three paces, then turned round, stopped, and said in a hollow, hissing voice, —


    “When I think that others kiss her I feel as if a leaden weight lay on my heart.”


    “Can’t you throw her up?”


    “Her?” cried Paul, with astonishment.


    Ilia understood his astonishment when he saw the girl.


    They had come to the outskirts of the town, to a house of one storey. Its six windows were tightly closed with shutters and this made the house look like a long shed. Wet snow in a thick layer stuck to the walls and roof, as if it wanted to hide or crush the house. Pashka knocked at the gates saying, —


    “This is an exceptional establishment. Sidoriha gives the girls a room and feeds them and charges each fifty roubles a month. There are only four girls. Well, of course, Sidoriha keeps wine and beer and all that’s necessary, sweets, and so on. But she does not put any restraint upon the girls; if they like they can go out, and if they like they can stay at home, but fifty roubles they must give her at the end of the month. All these girls are expensive ones, they can get the money easily. One of them — Olimpiada — never goes for less than twenty-five roubles.”


    “And yours — how much?” asked Ilia, shaking the snow from his clothes.


    “I don’t know, she’s dear too,” after a pause answered Gratchoff in a low voice.


    A noise was heard behind the door and a golden thread of light trembled in the air.


    “Who’s there?”


    “It is I, Vassa Sidorovna — Gratchoff.”


    “Ah!” The door opened and a small shrivelled old woman, with an enormous nose on her flabby face, let the light of her candle fall on Pashka and said kindly,—” How do you do, Pashka? Vera has been in a flutter for a long time waiting for you. Who’s that with you?”


    “A friend.”


    “Who has come?” asked someone out of the dark, long corridor in a harmonious voice.


    “Somebody for Vera, Lipochka,” said the woman. “Vera, your man has come!” cried the same harmonious voice, echoing down the corridor.


    At the end of the passage a door opened quickly, and in the broad stream of light appeared the slight figure of a girl, dressed all in white, with thick golden tresses about her shoulders.


    “What a time you’ve been!” drawled she, capriciously, in a low voice. Then she stood up on tip-toe, put her hands on Pashka’s shoulders and looked over him at Ilia with kind hazel eyes.


    “That is my friend, Ilia Luneff. I met him, that’s why I’m late,” said Paul.


    “How do you do?”


    The girl gave Ilia her hand and the broad sleeve of her white jacket fell back almost to her shoulder. Ilia shook the dry, hot hand respectfully and carefully in silence. He looked at Paul’s companion with the same rapture that one looks at a graceful fragrant birch tree in a dense forest, amidst wind-fallen trees and swampy hillocks; and when she drew aside to let him pass in at the door, he stepped aside too, and, inclining his head respectfully, said to her, —


    “You — first!”


    “Wha-at a gentleman!” laughed she. And her laugh was good — merry and clear. Paul laughed too, saying, —


    “You’ve petrified the lad, Vera. Look, he’s standing before you like a bear before honey.”


    “Is that so?” asked the girl of Ilia, merrily.


    “Quite true!” acquiesced the latter, with a smile. “You’ve taken the ground away from under my feet with your beauty.”


    “Just you fall in love with her! I’ll kill you,” threatened Paul, smiling joyfully. It was a pleasure to him to see the impression that his sweetheart’s beauty had made on Ilia, and his eyes flashed proudly when he looked at her. And she too gloried in herself with an innocent shamelessness, conscious of her woman’s power. She had nothing on but a wide jacket on top of her chemise, and a skirt, white as snow. Her jacket was not buttoned, and kept opening, showing her strong, firm body. Her cherry lips quivered with a pleased childlike smile; she seemed to be admiring herself, as a child admires a plaything of which it has not yet tired. Ilia, without taking his eyes off her, watched how gracefully she walked about the room, with her head in the air, looking lovingly at Paul, laughing and talking; he felt sad at the thought that he had no such companion, and sat in silence, looking about him.


    In the middle of the light, clean and tidy room stood a table covered with a cloth; on the table a samovar boiled noisily and everything was fresh and new. The cups, bottle of wine, plates, on one of which was some sausage and bread, were all new and clean, and pleased Ilia, making him feel envious of Paul; while Paul sat full of joy and was saying appropriately: —


    


    “The moment I see you,


    I feel the sun’s ray; I forget all my woe


    And am blithesome and gay.


    


    ’Tis good to live,


    When one sees you once more.


    ’Tis well, that I have


    Such a girl to adore.”


    


    “You dear Pashka! How nice it is!” cried Vera, rapturously.


    “They’re hot! Just out of the oven. Eh! Ilia! that’s enough for you, admiring her? Provide yourself with your own.”


    “And a nice one!” in a strange new voice, said the girl, looking into Ilia’s eyes.


    “God can’t give me anybody nicer than you!” said Ilia, sighing and smiling.


    “Don’t speak of what you know nothing about,” said Vera, softly.


    “He knows,” said Pashka, frowning and turning to Ilia. “You understand, everything is all right and joyous, suddenly you remember and it stabs you like a knife!”


    “Don’t think of it,” said Vera, bending her head over the table. Ilia glanced at her, and saw that her ears were red. “You must say to yourself,” continued the girl in a low voice, but firmly, “although it’s only for one day, she’s mine! It is not easy for me to bear either; but I don’t consent to mix pain and happiness together. It says in the song—’ my pain I will drink all alone, my joy I will share with you.’”


    Paul listened to her words and continued to frown.


    Ilia wanted to say something kind and encouraging to them, and, after a moment’s thought, said. —


    “What’s to be done, if you can’t undo the knot? But I will say this to both of you: if I had a thousand roubles or ten thousand even, I would say: ‘Here you are! take them, do me the pleasure, for the sake of your love.’ For I see and feel in your case there is soul and purity, and a clean conscience, and all the rest is rot!” Something blazed up inside him and enveloped him in a hot wave. He even got up from his chair, seeing the girl had lifted her head and was looking at him with grateful eyes, and Paul was smiling at him and waiting for him to say something more.


    “I see such beauty as yours for the first time, and see for the first time, too, how people love each other, and what you are worth, Paul. I’m sitting here, and say straight out — I envy you. I feel sad and joyful. Would to God everything goes well with you. And as for all the rest, I’ll say this: I hate chuvashes and Morduates, they are abhorrent to me! Their eyes are bleared and their bodies are filthy. But I bathe in the same river as they do, and drink the same water as they. Must I deny myself the use of the river because of their filthiness? Why? I believe that God purifies it.”


    “That’s true, Ilia! You’re a brick!” cried Paul, hotly.


    “And you must drink from the stream too,” sounded Vera’s voice softly.


    “But where shall I find it?” asked Ilia. “No, it will be better if you pour me out some tea, Vera!”


    “Darling!” exclaimed the girl. “How good you are!”


    “Thank you!” said Ilia, gravely, and, bowing to her, sat down.


    His speech and the whole scene acted on Paul like wine. His face was flushed, his eyes sparkled with animation, he jumped up from his chair and began pacing about the room.


    “Heigh-ho! the devil take me! It’s good to live on this earth when people feel like children! It was a clever thought to bring you here, Ilia, it has done my soul good. Let’s have a drink! Pour out, Vera, dear.”


    “He’s merry again!” said the girl, with a loving smile, looking at him, and turned to Ilia, “He’s always like that — he either shines like a rainbow, or else gets grey, and dull, and angry.”


    “That’s not good!” said Ilia, sedately. And all three began to speak loudly and merrily, mingling their words with light-hearted laughter.


    Someone knocked at the door and asked, —


    “Vera! may I come in?”


    “Come in, come in! Here, Ilia Yakovlich — this is Lipa, my friend.”


    Ilia rose from his chair and turned towards the door: a tall, slender woman stood before him and looked into his face with calm blue eyes. A sweet perfume floated from her clothes, her cheeks were fresh and pink, and on her head was a coil of dark hair, like a crown, which made her look still taller.


    “I was sitting alone, and felt dull. I heard you talking and laughing, and came here. Does it matter? Here is a gentleman alone, without a lady. I’ll amuse him, if you like.”


    She drew a chair up to Ilia with an easy movement, sat down and asked, —


    “Do you feel dull with them, tell me? They are making love to each other and you feel envious, yes?”


    “It’s not dull with them,” said Ilia, feeling uncomfortable at her manner to him.


    “That’s a pity!” said the woman, calmly, turned away from Ilia and spoke, addressing herself to Vera. “Do you know, I went to evening service yesterday to the Virgin’s monastery and saw in the choir such a nun — ah! A beautiful girl. I stood and looked at her all the time and thought: why did she enter a convent? I was sorry for her.”


    “I would not have felt sorry for her,” said Vera. “Oh! of course not! Do you think I believe you?” Ilia drank in the sweet perfume of scent which was diffused in the air round the woman, looked at her sideways and listened to her voice. She spoke wonderfully calmly and in an even voice, and there was something in it that made you drowsy, while her words seemed to be full of the same pleasant and strong fragrance.


    “Do you know, Vera, I keep wondering — shall I go to Poluektoff or not?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Perhaps I shall go. Firstly, he’s old; secondly, he’s rich. But greedy. I ask him to put five thousand into the bank and pay me one hundred and fifty roubles a month, but he offers me three and a hundred.”


    “Lipochka! don’t speak about it now,” said Vera.


    “All right, I won’t,” assented Lipa, calmly, and turned to Ilia again. “Well, young man, let’s talk. I like you, you have a handsome face and grave eyes. What do you say to that?”


    “I can’t say anything,” said Ilia, smiling in confusion, feeling that this woman was enveloping him like a cloud. “Nothing? How dull you are. Who are you?”


    “A hawker.”


    “Y-yes, I thought you were in a bank or else a shopman in some fine shop. You are very comely.”


    “I like cleanliness,” said Ilia. He felt an oppressive heat and his head was dizzy from the scent.


    “You like cleanliness? That’s good. But are you sagacious?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Have you guessed that you are one too many here, or not, yet?” asked the blue-eyed woman, calmly.


    “Indeed! Well, I’ll be off then!” said Ilia in confusion.


    “Wait a bit! Vera, may I carry off this youth?”


    “Take him, if he’ll go!” said Vera, and laughed.


    “Where to?” asked Ilia, troubled.


    “Just you go, silly,” cried Paul.


    Ilia stood dazed, smiling disconcertedly, but the woman took him by the arm and led him away, saying calmly, —


    “You’re shy, but I’m capricious and self-willed. If I wanted to put out the sun, I’d climb upon the roof and begin blowing until I’d breathed my last. D’you see what sort I am?”


    Ilia walked along with her, arm in arm, and did not understand and scarcely listened to her words, and felt only that she was warm and soft and fragrant.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XIV


    
      
    


    AT first this intimacy, unexpected and sudden, took complete hold of Ilia, aroused in him a proud, triumphant feeling and seemed to have healed the wounds that life had made in his heart. The thought that a woman, beautiful and nicely dressed, gave him her expensive kisses of her own free will and did not ask for anything in return, lifted him still higher in his own eyes. His life went by as if he were floating down a broad river on a gentle wave, which caressed his body fondly, giving him courage and strength.


    “Well, my dear caprice!” Olimpiada would say to him, playing with his curly hair or drawing her finger over the dark fluff on his upper lip. “I get to like you more and more. You have a strong, trusty heart, and I see that if you desire a thing, you have your will. That’s good, I’m the same. And if I were younger I would marry you, and we’d go through life as smoothly as music.” Ilia treated her with respect; it seemed to him that, in spite of her shameful life, she respected herself, and then she was clever. She never got tipsy, never used bad words, like other women he knew. Her body was as supple and strong as her strong, rich voice, and as graceful as her character. He liked her economy, her love of cleanliness and order, her clever way of talking about things and holding herself independently, even proudly. But sometimes when he came to see her, he found her in bed, lying with a pale face and dishevelled hair — and then an acute feeling of aversion to this woman would rise up in his breast, and he would look into her dim eyes, that seemed as if they were faded, severely and silently, without any wish even to say “good-morning.


    She probably understood his feelings, and, wrapping herself up in the blanket, would say, —


    “Go away from here! Go to Vera. Tell the old woman to bring some water and snow.”


    He would go to Vera’s clean little room, and she, seeing his displeased and gloomy face, would smile quietly. Once she asked him, —


    “Well, Ilia Yakovlich, does it prick sometimes?”


    “Eh, Verochka!” answered he. “Your sins are like snow — you have only to smile, and they melt away.”


    “Poor fellows, both of you,” said the girl, pityingly. He loved Vera, and pitied her as he would pity a child, and was sincerely troubled when she quarrelled with Paul, and always tried to reconcile them. He liked to sit near her and watch her combing out her golden hair, or when she was sewing something and singing softly the while. Sometimes he read a deep sorrow in her hazel eyes and sometimes she smiled a hopeless and bitter smile. At such moments he liked her still more, he understood the girl’s pain more clearly and tried to comfort her as well as he could; and she would say, —


    “One can’t live like this, one can’t, Ilia Yakovlich. Just think! well, it does not matter for me. I’ll remain besmeared, but why has Paul to suffer at my side?”


    “That’s his will.”


    “Is it his will?” asked the girl, like an echo.


    Their talks were interrupted by Olimpiada, who appeared before them noiselessly, like a cold moonbeam, dressed in a loose, light blue dressing-gown.


    “Come along, let’s have tea, my caprice! And you come too, Verochka, afterwards.”


    Pink from the cold water, clean, strong and calm, she led Ilia away imperiously, and he followed her and wondered: was it really her he had seen an hour ago, worn out and soiled by dirty embraces.


    At tea she would say to him, —


    “It’s a pity you are a peasant, and haven’t had much learning. It’s difficult to live. But nevertheless you must throw up your business and try something else. Wait a bit, I’ll find you a situation. I want to set you up. When I go to Poluektoff I shall be able to do something for you.”


    “Well, does he give you the five thousand?” asked Ilia.


    “He’ll give them,” answered the woman, with certainty.


    “Well, if ever I meet him with you I’ll flay him,” said Ilia, with hatred.


    “What for? He does not get in your way.”


    “But he is in my way.”


    “Nonsense! He’s old and odious,” said Olimpiada, mockingly.


    “Joke away! I won’t spare my hands, and the sin is not so very great to crush an old libertine.”


    “Wait at least till he’s given me the money,” laughed the woman.


    The merchant gave her everything she wanted. Soon Ilia sat in Olimpiada’s new lodgings, looking at the thick carpets, massive furniture covered with dark plush, and listened to the calm discourse of his mistress. He did not notice in her any great pleasure at the change in her circumstances, she was just as calm and even in her temper as before; it seemed she had only put on another dress and that was all.


    “I’m twenty-seven, and when I’m thirty I shall have about ten thousand roubles. Then I’ll send the old man about his business and — shall be free. Learn how to live from me, my grave caprice.”


    And Ilia learned from her how to gain one’s end by an invincible firmness. But sometimes at the thought that she gave her caresses to another he felt as if he had received a gross insult, which crushed and abased him; and then the dream of owning a shop and a clean room, in which he could receive this woman, started up before him with greater vividness. He was not sure that he loved this woman, but she seemed to be indispensable to him as a clever and nice companion. And thus two or three months went by.


    


    One day, coming home after the day’s business, Ilia entered the shoemaker’s cellar, and, to his amazement, saw Perfishka sitting at the table before a bottle of vodka, smiling happily, and opposite him — Jacob.


    Leaning with his chest against the table, Jacob was shaking his head and saying unsteadily, —


    “All right. If God sees everything — and knows all — He sees me. Everybody has abandoned me, brother, and I’m alone! My father does not love me — he’s a rogue! He’s a thief and a villain! Isn’t that the truth?”


    “Quite true, Yasha. It’s sad, but true,” said the shoemaker.


    “There! how must one live? In what must one believe?” asked Jacob, shaking his dishevelled head, and moving his tongue with difficulty.


    “I can’t believe my father. Ilia has gone away. Masha — she’s too little, is Masha. Where can I find somebody? Perfishka! there’s nobody in the whole world.”


    Ilia stood in the door listening to his friend, and his heart contracted unpleasantly. He saw how Jacob’s head was bobbing languidly and feebly on his thin neck, he saw Perfishka’s dry yellow face lighted up with a blissful smile, and he could not believe that he was really looking at Jacob, gentle and quiet Jacob. He went up to him and asked reproachfully, —


    “What are you doing here?”


    Jacob started, looked into his face with frightened eyes, and, smiling wryly, exclaimed, —


    “Ah, Ilia — it’s nothing. I thought it was my father.”


    “What are you doing here, eh?” asked Ilia again.


    “Ilia Yakovlich, leave him in peace,” began Perfishka, getting up from his chair and staggering to his feet. “He’s in his right. Thank God that he can drink.”


    “Ilia!” cried Jacob, hysterically, “my father — has beaten me.”


    “Quite true, I was witness,” declared Perfishka, giving himself a blow on the chest. “I saw all — can swear to it! He’s knocked out his teeth and broken his nose.”


    Jacob’s face was indeed swollen and his upper lip was inflamed. He stood before his friend, and, smiling piteously, said, —


    “Have they the right to beat me? I’m nineteen, I’m not guilty of anything.”


    Ilia felt that he could neither comfort his friend nor condemn him.


    “What did he beat you for?”


    Jacob moved his lips, wishing to say something, but did not. His face quivered and became distorted, he fell back on his chair, and, catching hold of his head with his hands, began to cry, swaying his body from side to side. Perfishka, having caught him when he fell, left him the same instant, and, pouring himself out some vodka, said, —


    “Let him cry — it’s good when a man can cry. Masha too — she’s crying with all her might. She called out: ‘I’ll scratch his eyes out!’ Ha, ha! I’ve sent her away to Matitsa.”


    “What happened between him and his father?” asked Ilia.


    “I can tell you. It was all very strange. Terence, your uncle, began the row. He said to Petruha suddenly: ‘Let me go,’ says he, ‘to Kiev, to the Saints.’ Petruha was very glad; the hunchback has been a thorn in his flesh for a long time — and, to tell you the truth, Petruha is glad that Terence is going. A companion in business is not always agreeable — ha, ha! ‘W-well, you can go,’ says he, ‘and put in a word for me, too, before the Saints.’ Suddenly up starts Jacob. ‘Let me go,’ says he also.”


    Perfishka opened his eyes wide, made a furious grimace and drawled in a hollow voice, —


    “W-what? You — to the Saints? How’s that?’


    ‘I want,’ says Jacob, ‘to pray for you too.’ Petruha roared out, ‘I’ll show you how to pray!’ But Jacob kept on, ‘Let me go. A son’s prayer,’ says he, ‘is acceptable to the Lord.’ W-what a whack Petruha gave him on his mug! And then another and another.”


    “I can’t live with him!” cried Jacob, “I’ll go away! I’ll hang myself! What did he pitch into me for? Ah! what for? I spoke from my heart.”


    Ilia was distressed with his cries, and he left the cellar, shrugging his shoulders helplessly. The news that his uncle was going on a pilgrimage was agreeable to him; when his uncle was gone he would be able to go away from this house, too, at last, and take a small separate lodging — a small room — and live alone.


    When he entered his room, Terence came in after him. His face was joyous, his eyes sparkled with animation, and, shaking his hump, he went up to Ilia and said, —


    “Well, I’m going! Lord, how glad I am! it’s as if I were coming out of prison or out of a pit into the light. It means He won’t reject my prayer if He allows me to escape from here.”


    “And do you know — about Jacob?” asked Ilia, drily.


    “What?”


    “He’s drunk.”


    “Oh, oh, oh! That’s bad! Just like a little boy. And he asked his father to let him go with me too.”


    “Did his father strike him before you?”


    “Yes. Why?”


    “Well, can’t you understand, that’s the reason he got drunk?” asked Ilia, sternly.


    “Is that the reason? Just imagine, eh?”


    Ilia saw that Jacob’s fate did not interest his uncle in the least, and this augmented his dislike for the hunchback. He had never seen Terence so joyful, and this joy, appearing before his eyes directly after Jacob’s tears, aroused in him an incomprehensible and uneasy feeling. He sat down near the window and said to his uncle, —


    “Go to the eating-house.”


    “The proprietor is there. I must speak to you.”


    “Well, what about that?”


    The hunchback came up to him and began speaking mysteriously.


    “I shall get ready soon. You’ll remain here alone, and so — that means—”


    “Well, speak out straight,” said Ilia.


    “Straight! I’d be glad to,” blinking his eyes rapidly, exclaimed Terence in a half whisper. “That is not easy either.”


    “Do you want to speak about me?”


    “And about you too. But first — I’ve put aside some money, not much.”


    Ilia glanced at him and smiled nastily.


    “What’s the matter with you?” asked his uncle, starting.


    “I know. Well, let us say you’ve put aside some money.” And he pronounced the words “put aside” especially distinctly.


    “Well, so,” began Terence, without looking at him. “Well, that means I’ve decided to give two hundred roubles to the monastery.”


    “Ah!”


    “A hundred to you.”


    “A hundred?” asked Ilia, quickly; and then he discovered that in the depths of his soul there lurked a hope of getting much more than a hundred from his uncle. He felt angry with himself for this hope, a wrong hope, he knew full well — and with his uncle for giving him so little. He got up from his chair, straightened himself, and said firmly and angrily, —


    “I won’t take your stolen money, d’you understand?” The hunchback drew back from him and sat down on his bed, piteous and pale. Shrinking together, with his mouth open, he looked at Ilia with fear in his eyes and was silent.


    “Well, what are you looking at? I don’t want it.”


    “Lord Jesus!” said Terence, hoarsely. “Wait a bit, dear.”


    “What then?”


    “What?” asked Ilia, seeing that Terence could not articulate some word.


    “Ilusha, you were like a son to me,” began Terence, almost in a whisper, and sighing heavily. “I resolved to take this sin upon me — for you — for your future. Take the money, do take it! Or else the Lord won’t forgive me.”


    “Tha-at’s it!” exclaimed Ilia, mockingly. “You’re going to God with the accounts in your hands? Oh, dear! Did I ask you to steal grandfather’s money? What a man you robbed!”


    “Ilusha! you didn’t ask to be born either,” said his uncle, putting out his arm to him in a comical way. “No, you must take the money. For Christ’s sake, for the sake of my soul’s salvation. I’ll come back and give it all to you. But in the meantime — this. My own one! The Lord will forgive me my sins if you take it.”


    He implored, and his lips trembled and fear flashed in his eyes. Ilia watched him and could not make out whether he was sorry for his uncle or not.


    “All right, I’ll take it,” said he at last, and instantly left the room. His decision to take the money from his uncle was disagreeable to him, it lowered him in his own eyes; and what good was a hundred roubles to him? What could he do with them? The thought that if his uncle had offered him a thousand instead of a hundred he would change his troubled, dismal life at once for a clean one, which he would pass away from other people in peaceful loneliness. And what if he asked his uncle how much of the rag-picker’s money had fallen to his share? But this thought seemed loathsome to him.


    From the day that Ilia had made the acquaintance of Olimpiada, Filimonoff’s house seemed still dirtier and more crowded to him. This dirt and squalor aroused in him a feeling of physical repulsion, as if cold, slimy hands were touching his body.


    To-day this feeling oppressed him more than usual, he could find no resting-place in the whole house, and went to Matitsa without any particular purpose. As he mounted the stairs he felt a strange and awesome foreboding in his heart, that this house would one day push him on to something unexpected and dreadful.


    With such thoughts he entered Matitsa’s room and saw the woman sitting on a chair near her broad bed. She glanced up at him, and, shaking her finger, said in a loud whisper that sounded like the rustle of the wind,—” Softly! She’s asleep!”


    Curled up on her bed slept Masha.


    “How do you like that?” whispered Matitsa, opening her big eyes with a savage expression. “They’ve begun to massacre their own children like damned Herods! Massacre the innocents! May the earth fall away from under their feet!”


    Ilia listened to her whispering, standing near the stove and looking at Masha’s figure, wrapped up in something grey, and he wondered what would be the lot of this girl?”


    “Do you know, he pulled Masha by her hair, the devilish thief, the dram-drinker! He’s beaten his son and her too, and threatened to send them away, eh! Do you know that? But where can she go to, eh?”


    “Perhaps I can get her a situation,” said Ilia, thoughtfully, remembering that Olimpiada was looking for a maid.


    “You!” said Matitsa, reproachfully. “You strut about here like a great gentleman. You’re like a young oak, one gets no shadow nor acorns from you. You could have done so long ago. Are you not sorry for the child?”


    “Wait a bit, don’t fuss!” said Ilia, irritably, seeing that he had a good excuse for going to Olimpiada at once.


    “How old is Masha?” he asked.


    “Fifteen; how much do you expect? and what difference does it make if she is fifteen? Why, twelve’s too much to give her, she’s so fragile and thin, she’s only a child yet, she’s not a bit of use for anything. And what does she live for? It would be better if she could go on sleeping and wake up only when Christ comes.” Ilia went away with a mist before his eyes. In an hour’s time he stood at the door of Olimpiada’s house, waiting for it to be opened. But it was not opened for a long time, then a high, sour voice sounded behind it,—” Who’s there?”


    “I,” answered Luneff, in perplexity, not knowing who was asking him. Olimpiada’s servant — an awkward woman marked with the smallpox — spoke in a rough, sharp way and opened the door without any questions.


    “Who do you want?” was repeated behind the door.


    “Is Olimpiada Danilovna at home?”


    The door opened suddenly and the light streamed into Ilia’s face; the youth stepped back, screwing his eyes up, unable to believe them.


    In front of him stood a little old man with a lamp in his hand, dressed in a thick, broad, crimsondressing-gown. His skull was almost quite bare, only a small nimbus of grey hair surrounded his head from ear to ear, and on his chin a short, scraggy grey beard shook tremulously. He looked at Ilia’s face and his sharp light eyes flashed mockingly, while his upper lip, covered with bristling hair, moved, and the lamp shook in his lean, dark hand.


    “Who are you? Well, come in, come in, well?” said he. “Who are you?”


    Ilia guessed who was standing before him. He felt the blood rush to his face, and an angry shame blazed up in his heart. So this was the man who shared with him the caresses of the clean, strong woman.


    “I’m a hawker!” said he in a hollow voice, stepping over the threshold.


    The old man winked at him with his left eye and smiled. His eyelids were red, without eyelashes, and in his mouth stuck out yellow, sharp bits of bone.


    “A jolly hawker? Ha, ha! What hawker, eh?” asked the old man, putting the lamp close to Ilia’s face and chuckling cunningly.


    “A seller of trifles. I sell scent, ribbons, different trifles,” said Ilia, with bent head, feeling dazed and seeing red.


    “So, so, so — ribbons and trimmings — yes, yes, yes — ribbons and scent — beloved playthings. Well, what do you want, hawker, eh?”


    “I want to see Olimpiada Danilovna.”


    “Ah, ah, ah! Her? Well, well; and what do you want her for, eh?”


    “I have come for money that is due to me,” said Ilia, with an effort.


    He felt an incomprehensible fear of this nasty old man and hated him. In his quiet, high voice and in his mocking eyes there was something that pierced Ilia to the heart, something insulting and abasing.


    “Money? A small debt? All right!”


    The old man suddenly drew the lamp away from Ilia’s face, stood up on tip-toe and approached his flabby yellow face close to Ilia’s, asking, with a venomous smile, —


    “And where is your note? Give me the note.”


    “What note?” asked Ilia, full of fear, taking a step backwards.


    “From your master. A note for Olimpiada Danilovna. You have it, haven’t you? Give it me! I’ll take it to her; well, well! be quick!” The old man kept drawing closer to Ilia, while the latter receded to the door, with his mouth parched with fear.


    “I have not got any note,” said he loudly, in despair, feeling that something quite incredible would happen. But the same instant behind them appeared the tall, well-shaped figure of Olimpiada. She glanced at Ilia calmly without any embarrassment over the old man’s head, and asked in a calm voice, —


    “What’s going on here, Vasili Gavrilovich?”


    “A hawker has come! You owe him something. You bought ribbons of him, and did not pay him, eh? Ha, ha! Well, now he has come, here he is.”


    The old man bustled about the woman, scrutinising first her face and then Ilia’s. She put him aside with a lofty movement of her right hand, put the same hand into the pocket of her dressing-gown, and said to Ilia, severely, —


    “Why couldn’t you come at another time?”


    “Yes!” cried the old man, shrilly. “Such a fool! Coming when you’re not wanted, eh! Donkey!”


    Ilia stood like one turned to stone.


    “Don’t shout, Vasili Gavrilovich! It is not good for you,” said Olimpiada, and, turning to Ilia asked, “How much do I owe you, three roubles forty copecks? Here you are.”


    “And clear out!” cried the old man again. “Allow me, I’ll shut the door myself — myself!”


    He drew his dressing-gown closer around him, and, opening the door, called out to Ilia, “Go!”


    Ilia stood before the shut door, out in the frost, and looked at it unseeingly, not understanding whether it was a dream or whether he had seen it all in reality. He held his hat in one hand and clenched the money Olimpiada had given him tightly in the other. He stood like this until he felt the frost encircling his head with an icy ring, and his feet began to ache with the cold. Then he put his hat on, thrust the money into his pocket and his hands into his coat pockets too, huddled himself together, and, with his head bent low, went slowly down the street with a sensation as if heavy balls were rolling about in his head and knocking at his temples, and in his breast his heart felt icy cold. The dark figure of the old man, with his yellow skull, floated before him in the air in a cold light. And the old man’s face was smiling triumphantly, maliciously and slyly.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XV


    
      
    


    THE day after his meeting with the old man Ilia walked about the High Street slowly and silently. He did not call out the names of his goods, but only looked at his box dully, and on his heart lay the same heavy and gloomy oppression. He kept picturing to himself the malicious look of the old man, the calm blue eyes of Olimpiada and the movement of her hand when she gave him the money the day before. In the cold, frosty air fluttered sharp little snowflakes, that pricked Ilia’s face.


    He had just passed a small shop, hidden modestly in the recess between the chapel and merchant Lukovin’s enormous house. Above the entrance of the shop hung an old rusty signboard:— “Money changed by B. G. Poluektoff. Old silver, gold, image-trimmings, precious objects and old coins bought here.” It seemed to Ilia, when he glanced at the shop door, that behind the glass stood the old man, and, smiling maliciously, nodded to him with his little head. Luneff felt an unconquerable desire to enter the shop and look at the old man closer. He found an excuse at once; like all hawkers, he kept the old coins that fell into his hands and, having collected a quantity, sold them to a moneychanger, getting one rouble twenty copecks for one rouble’s worth. At the present moment he had several coins in his pocket.


    He came back, opened the door boldly, squeezed himself through with his case, and, taking his hat off, greeted the old man.


    “Good health to you.”


    The old man was seated behind the narrow counter taking the trimmings off a holy picture, and picking out the nails with a small chisel. He was very much taken up by his work. Glancing up at the youth for an instant, he bent his head over his work again and said drily, —


    “Thank you. What do you want?”


    “Haven’t you recognised me?” asked Ilia.


    The old man looked up at him again.


    “Perhaps I have, but what do you want?”


    “Will you buy some coins?”


    “Show them.”


    Ilia pushed his case on to his back and plunged into his pockets for his purse; but his hand somehow could not find the pocket, and trembled, just as his heart was trembling, with hatred for the old man, and fear of him, and the desire of doing something quickly. Moving his hand about under the lapel of his coat, he looked steadfastly at the little bald head, and a shiver ran up his back.


    “Well, will you be done soon?” suddenly asked the old man angrily.


    “At once!” answered Ilia, quietly, with an effort.


    At last he succeeded in getting out his purse; he came up close to the counter and emptied his coins on to it.


    The old man glanced at them.


    “Is that all? M-m.”


    And clutching at the silver with his thin yellow fingers, he began examining the money, saying under his breath, —


    “Catherine, Ann, Catherine, Paul, the same, with a cross, thirty-two — m-m — the devil only knows what coin that is! Here — I won’t take this one, it’s quite effaced.”


    “But you can see by the size that it’s a twenty-five copeck piece,” said Ilia, sternly.


    “As a fifteen-copeck piece I’ll take it.”


    The old man threw the coin aside, and, opening a drawer in the counter with a quick movement, began rummaging about in it.


    An anger, hard as iron, seized Ilia; he swung out his arm and his hard fist came down with a blow on the old man’s temple. The money-changer fell against the wall, giving his head a hard blow, but immediately he was up again, flung himself against the counter, and, catching hold of it with his hands, stretched out his thin neck towards Ilia. Luneff saw his eyes flashing out of his little dark face, his lips move, and heard his loud, hoarse whisper, —


    “For love’s sake, for love’s—”


    “Oh, you rascal,” said Ilia, quietly, and caught hold of the old man’s neck with disgust. He clutched it and began shaking it, while the old man put his hands against Ilia’s chest and gasped. His eyes became prominent and red, tears flowed from them, his tongue hung out of his dark mouth, and moved as if it were mocking the murderer. The warm saliva spurted on to Ilia’s hand, while in the old man’s throat something rattled and whistled. Cold hooked fingers seemed to clutch Ilia’s neck, he clenched his teeth and flung his head back, shaking the old man’s light body again and again, and holding him in the air. If someone had begun beating Ilia from behind at this moment, he would not have let go of the old man’s throat, which was crunching in his fingers. With a burning hatred and dread in his heart he saw Poluektoffs dim eyes grow bigger and bigger, and pressed his throat harder and harder; and, as the old man’s body became heavier, the heaviness in Ilia’s heart seemed to melt away. At last he pushed the money-changer from him, and the old man fell softly on to the counter. Then Lunefif looked round; all was quiet in the empty street, and a heavy snow was falling. On the floor at Ilia’s feet lay two pieces of soap, a purse and a reel of cotton. He reflected that these things had fallen from his case, picked them up and put them back in their place. Then, leaning over the counter, he looked at the old man; the latter was lying huddled up in the narrow recess between the counter and the wall; his head hanging on his chest and only the shiny outline of it was visible. Ilia’s eyes fell on the open drawer in the counter — golden and silver coins and packets of paper money caught his eyes. Trembling with joy, he caught up hurriedly first one packet, then another, and another, hid them in his shirt and looked round once more, full of fear.


    He went out into the street without hurrying, and stopped about three paces from the shop, where he covered his goods carefully with the oilcloth and went on again through the dense mass of snow that was falling from invisible heights. Around him and within his breast was a cold, dense gloom. He strained his eyes, trying to pierce it; suddenly he felt a dull pain in his eyes, and, touching them with the fingers of his right hand, stopped in terror, as if his feet had suddenly frozen to the ground. It seem to him that his eyes had started out of his head like old Poluektoff’s, and that they would always remain like that, protruding painfully, unable ever to shut themselves again, and everyone would be able to read his crime in them. They seemed to be dead. Feeling the pupils of his eyes with his fingers, he felt a pain in them, but could not lower his eyelids, and his breath grew short with terror. At last he managed to shut his eyes; he rejoiced in the darkness which enveloped him all of a sudden, and stood motionless, breathing deeply and seeing nothing. Someone pushed him. He looked round quickly, a tall man in a short fur cloak passed him. Ilia looked after him till he disappeared in the dense swarm of white snowflakes. Then, putting his hat on straight, Luneff walked along the pavement, feeling a pain in his eyes and a heaviness in his head. His shoulders shook, he clenched his fingers involuntarily, while a headstrong and reckless feeling began to rise up within him and dislodge his fear.


    When he got to the crossing, he saw the grey figure of the policeman, and unaccountably and slowly, very slowly, he went straight up to him. He went with his heart sinking within him.


    “What a mass of snow,” said Ilia, coming up close to the policeman and looking at him fixedly.


    “Y-yes, it’s coming down! Now, the Lord be praised it will be warmer,” answered the policeman, with a feeling of pleasure. His face was big and red, with a great deal of hair on it.


    “And what time is it now?” asked Ilia.


    “We’ll have a look!” The policeman shook the snow from his sleeve and put his hand inside his coat Luneff experienced a mingled feeling of fear and pleasure in standing before this man. He suddenly burst out laughing in a curious unnatural way.


    “What are you laughing at?” asked the policeman, forcing the lid of his watch open with his nail.


    “How you are covered with snow!” exclaimed Ilia.


    “I should think so, such an amount coming down. It’s half-past one now, five minutes to the half-hour. It will cover me, brother. You, here, will go to an eating-house now, into the warmth, while I shall have to stick here till six o’clock. Look, what a load you have on your case.”


    The policeman sighed and shut his watch with a click.


    “Yes, I’m going to an eating-house,” said Ilia, and, smiling wryly, added, “There, to that very same one.”


    “Well, don’t worry.”


    In the eating-house Ilia sat down near a window. From this window he knew one could see the chapel, next to which was Poluektoff s shop. But now everything was hidden by a white mist of snow. He looked fixedly at the flakes flying past the window and falling to the ground, where they covered everything with a thick mantle. His heart beat fast, but strongly and easily. He sat, his mind a blank, and waited for what would happen next, while the time moved slowly on. When the waiter brought him his tea, he could not restrain himself from asking, —


    “How is it outside in the street, not very bad?”


    “It’s warmer, much warmer!” answered the waiter, hurriedly, and ran away, and Ilia began to wait again, feeling that he was tired out and falling into a semi-drowsy state. He poured himself out another glass of tea, but did not drink it, and sat motionless. Then he suddenly felt hot, he began to undo the collar of his coat, and, touching his chin with his fingers, gave a shudder. It seemed to him that those were not his fingers, but someone else’s, cold and hostile ones.


    Lifting his hand to his face, he began to examine the fingers intently — they were clean, but Luneff thought it would be better to wash them with soap.


    “Poluektoff is murdered!” suddenly someone cried out. Ilia jumped up from his chair as if he had been summoned by the cry; but the whole eating-house was in a commotion; everyone was making his way to the door, putting on his hat as he went. He threw a ten-copeck piece down on the tray, put the strap of his case over his shoulder and hurried after the others.


    Near the money-changer’s shop a great crowd was gathered, policemen bustled about crying out in a preoccupied way, and amongst them was the bearded one with whom Ilia had spoken. He was standing at the door, not allowing the people to enter the shop, looking at everyone with frightened eyes, and kept on stroking his left cheek, which was redder than the right one. Ilia stopped in full sight of him and listened to what the crowd was saying. At his side stood a tall, black-bearded merchant with a stern face, who was listening, with knitted brows, to the animated tale of a little grey old man in a cloak lined with fox fur.


    “The boy thought that he was in a faint, and ran after Peter Stephanovich, asking him to come to them, as the master was ill. Well, he came along at once, gave one look and saw he was dead. There’s a go! No, just think — what daring! In the middle of the day, in such a busy street. Well, I never!”


    The black-bearded merchant coughed loudly and said in a thick, surly voice, —


    “God’s hand is in this. It means the Lord did not accept his penance.”


    Luneff made a step forward, meaning to look at the merchant’s face again, and pushed him with his case.


    “Hullo!” cried the merchant, pushing Ilia aside with his elbow, and looking severely into his face. “What are you after?”


    And then turned again to the old man.


    “It is said: not a hair of your head will fall without God’s will.”


    “There is no gainsaying that,” assented the old man, nodding his head, and then added under his breath, with a wink, “Everybody knows God puts a mark on a rogue. Lord, forgive me! It’s sinful to talk like this, but it’s difficult to hold one’s tongue — yes!”


    “And remember what I say,” continued the stern merchant. “The man who is guilty of this sin will never be found, you’ll see.”


    Luneff smiled. Listening to this conversation, he felt a strength and courage that was awesome, but nevertheless agreeable, rising in his breast, and if anyone had asked him at that moment, —


    “Did you strangle him?”


    It seemed to him that he would have answered fearlessly and firmly, —


    “I did.”


    He squeezed himself through the crowd with the same feeling in his breast, and stopped near the policeman. The latter glanced at him, pushed him angrily in the shoulder and cried, —


    “Where are you going? What business have you here, eh? Be off!”


    Ilia staggered and fell against someone. He was pushed again and a voice cried out, —


    “Give it him on his neck!”


    Then Luneff got out of the crowd and sat down on the steps of the chapel, laughing inwardly at all the people. Through the rustle of the snow, caused by many feet, and the low hum of voices, separate phrases reached him: —


    “And he must needs make all this mess, when I’m on duty, the villain.”


    “He was the first in the town for discounting bills.”


    “Oh, oh!”


    “The snow is coming down, the shop is in a recess. I can’t see anything.”


    “He skinned one without any pity.”


    “But he was a human being all the same, one feels sorry.”


    “Oh course. He can be pitied too.”


    “All are hungry and greedy.”


    “Look! his wife has come.”


    “Ah, ah!”


    “Oh, the miserable woman!” sighed a tattered peasant loudly. Lunefif got up on his feet and saw a middle-aged stout woman in a cloak and black shawl descending with difficulty from a broad sledge, with a bear-skin cover. A police-sergeant and another man with red whiskers were supporting her under the arms.


    “Oh, dear! oh, dear!” sounded in the air her trembling and frightened voice. Everyone was quiet. Ilia looked at the old woman and thought of Olimpiada.


    “And has he no son?” asked someone in a low voice.


    “In Moscow, they say.”


    “I expect he was only waiting for this.”


    “Of course!”


    Luneff listened to these remarks and his heart contracted within him. It was agreeable to him to hear that no one was sorry for Poluektoff, but at the same time all these people, with the exception of the black-bearded merchant, seemed to him to be stupid and even repugnant. In the merchant there was something strict and truthful, while all the others stood like stumps in a forest and spoke spiteful words with malicious tongues.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XVI


    
      
    


    ILIA waited until the small body of the money-changer was carried out of the shop, and then went home, chilled with the cold and tired out, but calm. At home, locked up in his room, he counted the money; in two thick packets of small papers there were five hundred roubles, and in a third eight hundred and fifty roubles. There was also another small packet of coupons, but he did not count these, and, wrapping up all the money in a piece of paper, began thinking, with his elbows on the table, of a place where he could hide it?


    Thinking it over, he felt a great heaviness in his head and a strong desire to go to sleep. He decided to hide the money in the attic, and went up at once, holding the packets openly in his hand. In the entrance he came upon Jacob.


    “Ah! you’ve come back already,” said Jacob.


    “Yes, I’m back.”


    “How pale you are! Don’t you feel well?”


    “N-not quite.”


    “What are you carrying there?”


    “This?” asked Ilia, looking at the money; and, then suddenly, shuddering from the fear of betraying himself, he said hurriedly, waving the packets in the air, “This is tape — nothing much — trifles.”


    “Will you come to drink tea?” asked Jacob.


    “I? Yes, I’ll come in an instant.”


    And he went quickly through the entrance with an unsteady gait, his head dizzy and heavy, like a drunkard’s. Going up the stairs to the attic, he stepped softly, afraid of making a noise, and afraid of meeting anyone. When he was burying the money, in the earth near the chimney, he suddenly imagined that someone was hiding in the corner of the attic in the darkness and watching him. He felt a desire to throw a brick in that direction, but remembered himself in time and descended quietly. He felt no more fear, he seemed to have hidden it away together with the money in the attic, but he was sorely perplexed.


    “Why did I strangle him?” he asked himself.


    When he entered the cellar, Masha, who was busy near the stove over the samovar, met him with a joyous exclamation, —


    “Oh! Why are you so early to-day?”


    “The snow,” answered he; and the same instant called out irritably, —


    “It isn’t early! I’ve come back the same as usual, it’s my time. What a silly! Can’t you see it’s quite dark?”


    “It’s dark here in the middle of the day. What are you calling out for?”


    “I’m calling out because you’re just like a detective, asking questions: why are you so early? where are you going? what are you carrying? Why, what does it matter to you?”


    Masha looked at him fixedly and said reproachfully,— “Oh, dear, Ilia, how haughty you have grown.”


    “Ah! the devil take you,” swore Luneff, and sat down to the table. Masha gave an offended sniff, turned her back on him and began blowing into the chimney of the samovar. Slight and small, she kept shaking her black curls and screwing up her eyes from the smoke. Her face was thin; black rings round her eyes made them look more lustrous, and there was something about her which made her resemble one of those flowers that grow up in an obscure corner of a garden, amid weeds. Ilia watched her and thought: this little girl lives all alone in a pit, works like a grown-up person, has no pleasures, and will scarcely ever have one in her whole life, but will keep on living like this, cooped up in dirt. While he — if he wants to — will live as he had wished to for a long time, in peace and cleanliness. He experienced a feeling of pleasure at this thought, but at the same time had a sensation of guilt before Masha. He called out to her in a low and kind voice, —


    “Masha!”


    “Well, what do you want — spiteful?” responded she.


    “Do you know — I’m — a bad fellow,” said Luneff, and his voice broke, while in his heart a question fluttered, like a bird in its cage: “shall I tell her or not?”


    She straightened herself and glanced at him with a smile.


    “There’s nobody to beat you, that’s what it is. You booby!”


    “No, wait a bit!” exclaimed Ilia.


    “There’s nothing to wait for,” said Masha, and coming up hastily to him, she spoke hurriedly and entreatingly, —


    “Listen, Ilusha, darling! ask your uncle to take me with him, eh? Do ask! I’ll bow down to the ground before you, really, I’ll bow down.”


    “Where to?” asked Ilia in a tired voice, taken up with his own thoughts and not understanding her words.


    “With him, dear! Do ask.”


    She folded her hands together and stood before him as if he were a holy image, while tears gathered in her eyes.


    “It would be so nice,” said the girl, with a sigh. “In the springtime, across the fields and through the forests. I’d just go on and on, I think of it the whole day long and see myself in my dreams walking on and on. Darling! How nice it would be for me. He’ll listen to you — tell him he must take me. I won’t eat his bread, I will beg. People will give to me — I’m little. Ilusha! if you like, I’ll kiss your hand.”


    And suddenly she caught hold of his hand and bent over it. Ilia pushed the girl away from him and jumped up quickly from his chair.


    “Fool!” he cried, “how can you? I — have strangled a man.”


    He grew frightened of his own words and added quickly, —


    “Perhaps — perhaps I have done such a deed with my hand — and you want to kiss it.”


    “It does not matter,” said Masha, coming up close to him. “And I would kiss it — what’s there so wonderful in that? Petruha’s worse than you, and I kiss his hand for every bit he gives me — I feel disgusted, but he orders me to—’ Kiss it,’ says he. And then feels me all over and pinches me — the shameless creature.”


    Whether it was because Ilia had spoken dreadful words, or whether it was because his secret was still his, but suddenly he felt a great light-heartedness and joy. Smiling, he said to the girl in a kind and low voice, —


    “All right, I’ll arrange it for you. By God! I will. You’ll start on this pilgrimage. And I’ll even give you some money for your journey, and I’ll tell my uncle to give you some too.”


    “Darling!” cried Masha, and, jumping up, put her arms round his neck.


    “Let me alone! Wait a bit,” said Lunefif, seriously. “I’ve told you — you shall go. Pray for me, Mashutka.”


    “And for whom else, in the name of the Lord?” Jacob appeared in the door, and asked Masha in astonishment, —


    “What are you screeching about? One can hear you in the yard.”


    “Yasha!” cried the girl, joyfully, and, gasping for breath, began telling Jacob, —


    “I’m going, so good-bye. Here, he has promised to ask the hunchback, he’ll entreat him.”


    And Masha laughed.


    “Do you think you’ll get his consent?” asked Jacob of his friend, thoughtfully.


    “And why not? She won’t be in his way. And it will do her good. See, what she looks like, she’s more like mould than a human being.”


    “That’s it,” said Jacob, and after a moment’s silence whistled.


    “What’s the matter?” asked Ilia.


    “I’m lost. I’ll have to live all alone — alone, like the moon in the sky.”


    “Hire a nurse,” advised Ilia, with a sneer.


    “I’ll take to drinking vodka,” said Jacob, shaking his head.


    Masha looked at him, and, bending her head, went to the door. From thence sounded her sad and reproachful voice, —


    “How weak you are, Jacob!”


    “And you’re strong. You go and abandon a fellow. Devils! And if I feel lonely without you?”


    He sat down to the table gloomily opposite Ilia and said, —


    “What if I went away too, quietly, with Terence? Eh?”


    “Go. I’d go.”


    “You! But my father will put the police on my track.”


    All were silent. Then Jacob spoke with a make-believe merriment, —


    “It’s good, brothers, to be drunk. One doesn’t understand anything, one doesn’t think of anything. It’s jolly.” Masha put the samovar on the table and said, shaking her head, —


    “Oh, you shameless fellow.”


    “Here, hold your tongue,” cried Jacob, angrily. “Your father’s the same as if he did not exist: does he hinder you from living?”


    “Oh, my life is very fine,” replied Masha. “I’d run away and never look back, if I could, from such a life.”


    “It’s bad for everybody,” said Ilia, quietly, and grew thoughtful again.


    “It would be nice to go away from everything. To sit down somewhere near a wood, by a river, and think it all over.”


    “What a fool’s way of going away from life,” said Ilia, with disdain.


    Jacob looked into his face fixedly and said, with a sort of fear, —


    “Do you know, I’ve found a book.”


    “What book?”


    “An ancient book. It’s bound in leather, looks like the Book of Psalms, and it must be a heretic book, I bought it of a tartar for seventy copecks.”


    “What’s the title?” asked Ilia, indifferently. He did not feel inclined to speak at all, but he felt it was embarrassing and even dangerous to be silent, and he compelled himself to ask questions of his friend.


    “The title is torn off,” said Jacob, lowering his voice, “but it’s about the beginning of matter. It’s difficult to read, and dreadful. It’s written, that Thales of Militus was the first to ask what the beginning of matter was: He named it water and said everything was and is derived from it; and God was named by Thales the Thought, which derived things from the water. And then there was Diagorus the godless; ‘he did not conceive any God’ — that means he ‘did not believe in God.’ And Epicureus, he said: ‘Truth is God, but He does not give anything to anybody, does not do any good and has no solicitude over anything.’ That means — God exists, but has nothing to do with us — men, that’s how I understand it. Consequently, you can live as you like. Nobody takes any care of you.”


    Ilia rose from his chair and, knitting his brows sternly, interrupted his friend’s slow discourse, and said, —


    “I’d like to take that book and give you a good box on the ears with it.”


    “What for?” exclaimed Jacob, with astonishment and anger.


    “So that you should not look into it any more. Fool! And the one who wrote the book was another fool!” Luneff went round the table, bent over his friend, who was seated, and began speaking with passionate wrath, rapping out the words like a hammer on Jacob’s big head.


    “God exists. He sees all, knows all. There’s nothing but Him! Life is given to us as a trial, sin — as a test, to see if we will abstain or not! If we don’t, a punishment will overtake us, just wait. Don’t expect it from men, but from Him, do you understand? Wait and expect it.”


    “Stop!” cried Jacob. “I didn’t mean to say that.”


    “It does not matter. Stop! What kind of a judge are you, eh?” cried Luneff, pale with excitement and an incomprehensible anger which suddenly seized him. “Not a hair from your head will fall without His will. Have you heard that? And if I have sinned, it’s His will. Fool!”


    “Have you gone mad?” cried Jacob, with fear, pressing against the wall. “Into what sin have you fallen?”


    Luneff heard the question through the din in his ears, and it acted like a douche of cold water. He looked suspiciously at Jacob and Masha, who was frightened too by his excitement and cries.


    “I only said so as an example,” said he in a hollow voice, and sat down in his place.


    “You seem to be unwell,” said Masha, timidly.


    “And your eyes are dim,” added Jacob, observing his face.


    Ilia touched his eyes involuntarily and said quietly, —


    “It’s nothing, it will pass.”


    After a while he began to feel uneasy and oppressed by his friends’ society, and, refusing tea, he went to his room.


    Just as he lay down on his bed, Terence came in. From the moment that the hunchback had decided to go and do penance for his sin, a radiant and blissful expression shone in his eyes, as if he felt a foretaste of the joy of being freed from his sin. Quietly, with a smile on his lips, he came up to his nephew’s bed, and, pulling at his scraggy beard, began speaking in a kind voice.


    “I saw you had come home, and I said to myself: I’ll go and have a talk with him. It’s not much longer that we’ll be together.”


    “Are you going?” asked Ilia, drily.


    “As soon as it gets warmer I shall start. I should like to get to Kiev for the Passion Week.”


    “Listen! take Masha with you.”


    “Get along with you!” exclaimed the hunchback, waving his hand.


    “Listen,” said Ilia, firmly. “There’s nothing for her to do here, and she’s of such an age — Jacob, Petruha, and so on, you understand? This house is like a trap for everybody, a cursed house! Let her go, perhaps she won’t come back.”


    “But how can I take her?” began Terence, piteously.


    “Take her, take her!” repeated Ilia, with insistence. “And keep your hundred for her, I don’t need your money. And she will pray for you. Her prayer means a lot.”


    The hunchback grew thoughtful and repeated, —


    “Means a lot, m-yes. What you say is quite true. The money I can’t take from you, we’ll leave that, as we decided. And as for Masha, I must think about it.”


    Then Terence’s eyes suddenly flashed joyously, and, bending down to Ilia, he began whispering with animation.


    “Well, brother, what a man I saw yesterday! The celebrated Peter Vasilich Lisoff, the expounder of the Gospel — have you heard of him? A man of unspeakable wisdom! It must have been the Lord Himself Who sent him to me, to lighten my soul of the wicked doubt in God’s mercy unto me, a miserable sinner.”


    Ilia lay silent. He wanted his uncle to go away and leave him as quickly as possible. With half-closed eyes he looked out of the window and saw in front of him the high dark wall of the outhouse.


    “We talked about sin and the salvation of the soul,” whispered Terence, with animation. “He said to me: ‘Just as a stone is necessary to sharpen the bluntness of a chisel, so is sin necessary to man to quicken his soul and humble it to the dust at our All-merciful Lord’s feet.’”


    Ilia glanced at his uncle and asked, with a malignant smile, —


    “Does this expounder of the Gospel of yours resemble the devil?”


    “How can you speak like that?” exclaimed Terence, starting back from him. “He is a pious man. His fame is spreading wider than even your grandfather’s — oh, brother!’


    And, shaking his head reproachfully, the hunchback began smacking his lips.


    “Oh, all right!” said Ilia, roughly and with enmity. “What else did he say?”


    And he suddenly laughed in a dry and disagreeable way. His uncle moved away from him, astonished, and asked, —


    “What’s the matter with you?”


    “Nothing. He said it cleverly, that expounder of the Gospel of yours. It just fits me — oh, you devil! I think just the same exactly!”


    He was silent, looked at his uncle fixedly and turned towards the wall.


    “And he said,” began Terence again in a timid voice, “‘sin,’ he said, ‘gives the soul wings of penitence on which it rises to the throne of the Almighty.’”


    “Do you know, you look like the devil yourself!” Ilia interrupted him all of a sudden, and again laughed softly.


    The hunchback tossed his arms, like a big bird its wings, and sank back frightened and angry; but Luneff sat up on his bed, gave his uncle a push in the side and said sternly, —


    “Move a bit!”


    Terence jumped to his feet quickly and moved to the middle of the room, shaking his hump. He looked at his nephew, who was sitting on the bed, holding on to it with his hands, with his shoulders raised and his head bent low down.


    “But if I don’t want to repent?” said Ilia, presently. “If I say to myself: I did not wish to sin, everything happened of its own accord — everything is in God’s will, what have I to trouble about? He knows all, directs everything. If it was not necessary to Him — He would have kept me back. But He did not keep me back, consequently I’m in the right. All people live in sin, but who repents? Well, what do you say to that?”


    “I don’t understand what you’re saying, Christ be with you!” said Terence, dolefully, and sighed.


    Ilia smiled.


    “If you don’t understand, don’t talk to me — yet.” And he lay down again, saying to his uncle, —


    “I don’t feel well.”


    “I noticed something was wrong.”


    “I should like to go to sleep — go away — and I’ll go to sleep.”


    When Ilia was alone he felt as if a whirlwind were raging in his head. The events of the last few hours were strangely jumbled in his mind; it seemed to him as if they were fused into a flame which burned his brain. He felt as if he had been ill for a long time, and had strangled the old man not that day, but some time long ago.


    He shut his eyes and lay motionless, while in his ears sounded the old man’s shrill voice, —


    “Well, will you be done soon?”


    And then the rattle.


    “For love’s sake — for love’s—”


    The black-bearded merchant’s stern voice was intermixed with Masha’s entreating one; the ancient words in Jacob’s heretic book got jumbled with the discourse of the expounder of the Gospel. He felt as if everything were swaying and rocking around him, and he was being dragged downwards. He was not afraid, but only longed for peace, he wanted to go to sleep and forget everything. And at last he did fall into a sleep. When he awoke the next morning he knew it was a bright and frosty day, by seeing the wall opposite the window lighted up. His head was still dizzy, but his heart was calm. He remembered everything that had happened the day before, and, listening to his inner self, he dimly felt that he had already decided upon his conduct. Half an hour later he was walking along the brightly-lighted street with his case round his neck, and, screwing up his eyes, dazzled by the snow, observed calmly all the people he met. When he passed a church he crossed himself. He crossed himself before the chapel, which was next to Poluektoffs closed shop, and went on feeling neither fear, nor pity, nor anything disquieting. At dinner-time, seated in an eating-house, he read about the daring murder of the money-changer, in the papers. Coming to the words, “the police have taken energetic measures to find the culprit,” he shook his head with a smile, for he was quite certain the offender would never be found until he desired it himself.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XVII


    
      
    


    THAT same evening a servant came from Olimpiada and brought Ilia a note, in which was written: —


    “Be at the corner of Kusnetski Street, near the public baths, at nine o’clock.”


    Having read it, he felt a shudder and contraction within him, as if from cold. Before him rose the disdainful face of his mistress and in his ears sounded her sharp and offensive words, —


    “Why couldn’t you come at another time?”


    He looked at the note and could not understand what Olimpiada wanted him for. He felt afraid to understand, and his heart began to beat anxiously. At nine o’clock he came to the appointed place, and when, among the many women who were walking in pairs and alone, he saw Olimpiada’s tall figure, his trouble became still greater. Olimpiada had an old coat on and her head was wrapped in a shawl, so that Ilia could see only her eyes. He stopped silently in front of her.


    “Come along!” she said. And added quickly in a low voice, —


    “Hide your face in your collar.”


    They went along the corridor of the baths, hiding their faces, as if ashamed, and quickly disappeared in a separate compartment. Olimpiada threw off her shawl at once, and, seeing her calm face, pink from the frost, Ilia felt his courage coming back, and yet to see her so calm was disagreeable to him. The woman sat down on the sofa at his side, and, looking lovingly into his face, said, —


    “Well, my caprice, soon you and I will be dragged before the coroner.”


    “What for?” asked Ilia, wiping the frost, which had melted on his moustache, with the palm of his hand.


    “What a silly he seems to be!” exclaimed the woman, quietly, with a sneer.


    Then she knitted her brows and said to Ilia seriously in a whisper, —


    “Do you know, a detective came to me to-day? What do you say to that?”


    Ilia glanced at her and said coldly, —


    “Listen! what you and your detectives do doesn’t concern me in the least. Say straight out — what did you call me here for, with such precautions?”


    Olimpiada looked into his face, and, smiling disdainfully, said, —


    “Ah! that’s it, is it? — you’re offended! Well, I can’t pay any attention to that now. Listen: when you’re called before the coroner and he begins to question you as to when you made my acquaintance, if you saw me often, tell everything that has happened, the truth, in detail, d’you hear?”


    “Yes, I hear,” said Ilia.


    “Stop! If you’re asked about the old man — you’ve never seen him. Never. You don’t know anything about him. You did not know that I was kept by anyone. Do you understand?”


    The woman was looking at Ilia impressively and angrily; and he felt something burning hot, but pleasant, palpitating within him. It seemed to him that Olimpiada was afraid of him; he wanted to torment her a bit, and looking into her face with screwed up eyes, he began to smile without saying a word. Olimpiada’s face quivered and grew pale, she drew away from him and asked in a whisper, —


    “What’s the matter? What are you looking at me like that for, Ilia, Ilia?”


    “Tell me,” he said, showing his teeth, “why should I lie? I saw the old man at your house, you know I saw him!”


    And, leaning against the marble-topped table, he continued slowly and quietly, but with sorrow and anger, which had suddenly seized him, —


    “I looked at him then and said to myself: so this is the man who is standing in my way, who has crossed my life. And if I did not strangle him then—”


    “You lie!” said Olimpiada, loudly, knocking the table with the palm of her hand. “You lie! He did not stand in your way.”


    “How is that?” asked Ilia, sternly.


    “He did not stand in your way. If you had wished he would not have been there. Did I not hint to you, did I not say to you, that I could send him away whenever I liked? You were silent and only laughed, you never really loved me. You, by your own will, shared me with him — shameless creature!”


    “Stop! Be silent!” said Ilia. He had risen from the sofa to his feet and sat down again, feeling as if this woman had given him a heavy blow with her reproach.


    “I don’t want to be silent,” said she, loudly. “Young and strong, and loved by me, and what have you done for me? Did you ever say to me: ‘well, Olimpiada, choose, he or I?’ Did you ever say that? No, you’re just like all the other men.”


    Ilia quivered with rage, the room grew dark before his eyes, he clenched his fists and rose to his feet.


    “Wait a bit. How can you?”


    “Ah! you want to beat me. Beat away,” said the woman, ominously, with flashing eyes, and showing her teeth. “Well, give me a blow, and I will open the door and cry out that it was you who killed him at my urgence — well, beat me!”


    Ilia was frightened at first; but the fear only gave his heart a prick and disappeared. He felt a difficulty in breathing, as if invisible hands were holding his throat.


    He sat down on the sofa once more and, after a moment’s silence began laughing in a choky way. He saw Olimpiada was biting her lips and seemed to be looking for something in the dirty room, full of the warm smell of steaming wood and soap. She sat down on the sofa near the door, and, with her head bent low, said, —


    “Laugh away, laugh away, devil!”


    “And I will.”


    “When I saw you, I said to myself: this is he, he will help me.”


    “Lipa,” said Ilia in a low voice.


    She did not answer and sat motionless.


    “Lipa!” repeated Luneff, and, with a feeling as if he were falling over a precipice, said slowly, —


    “But it was I who strangled the old man, by God it was!”


    She shuddered, and, lifting up her head, stared at him with wide-open eyes. Her lips quivered and she said with difficulty, as if she were choking, —


    “Fool, you are afraid.”


    Ilia saw that it was she who was frightened at his words and did not believe them. He got up went over to her and sat down by her side, smiling in a hopeless way. She suddenly caught hold of his head, pressed it to her breast, and, kissing his hair, began speaking in a thick, hoarse whisper.


    “Ilushka, Ilushka! Why do you wrong me? I was glad he was strangled, the old snake!”


    “It was I who did it,” said Ilia, nodding his head.


    “Be silent!” exclaimed the woman, anxiously. “I am glad he is strangled, I wish they all were! All that ever touched me. You are the only one worthy man, the first I ever met in my whole life, my darling.”


    Her words kept drawing Ilia closer to her, he pressed his face against the woman’s breast, and although it was difficult for him to breathe, he could not tear himself away, feeling that she was the only friend he had, and that he needed her now more than ever.


    “When you look at me angrily, my clean one, fresh and strong as a young oak, I feel my shameful life and love you. I love you for your pure pride.”


    Heavy tears fell on to Luneffs head and, feeling them, he began to cry himself easily and gently.


    She pushed his head away from her breast, and, kissing his wet eyes, and cheeks, and lips, said, —


    “I know you are not disdainful of my beauty, but you do not love me with your heart, and condemn me. You can’t forgive me my life — and the old man.”


    “Don’t talk about him,” said Ilia. He wiped his face with the shawl off her head and got up quite calm.


    “What must happen will happen,” he said firmly and quietly. “If God wants to punish a man He’ll find him anywhere. Thank you, Lipa, for your words. You spoke the truth and I’m guilty before you. I thought you — were different — but you’re all right. I’m to blame.” His voice broke, his lips quivered and his eyes were bloodshot. Slowly, with a trembling hand, he smoothed his dishevelled hair, and suddenly tossing his arms he began to wail.


    “I’m to blame for it all. Why? Oh, devil.” Olimpiada caught hold of his hand, he dropped on to the sofa at her side and said, —


    “You understand I strangled him, I. Do you believe me? It was I.”


    “Not so loud,” whispered Olimpiaaa in terror. “What are you thinking of?”


    She put her arms round him tightly, looking into his face with eyes that had grown dim with fear.


    “Wait a bit. It happened by accident; God knows all. I did not want to. I wanted to look once more upon his vile face, and entered his shop. I had nothing in my thoughts. And then suddenly the devil pushed me on, and God did not interfere. It was a pity I took the money. I ought not to have — heigho!”


    He heaved a deep sigh of relief, feeling as if a load had fallen from his heart. The woman was astounded by his tale; shuddering, she pressed him closer to herself, and murmured in a broken, disconnected whisper, —


    “It is good that you took the money. That means robbery, without that they would think it was jealousy, and then—”


    “I sha’n’t repent,” said Ilia, thoughtfully. “I don’t want to. Let God punish me. Men cannot judge. How can they be judges? I don’t know any sinless people. I have not met one. I shall wait.”


    “Lord!” said Olimpiada, with a sigh. “What is this? What is going to happen? Darling, I can’t do anything — neither speak nor think. We must go away from here, it’s time.”


    She rose, staggering as if she were tipsy. But, having wrapped her head up in her shawl, she suddenly began to speak quite calmly.


    “What shall we do now, Ilusha? Shall we perish?”


    Ilia shook his head negatively.


    “So — you’ll tell the coroner all, as it was — that is to say not all, but—”


    “Yes. Do you think I don’t know how to stand up for myself? Do you think I shall go to Siberia for that old man and his two thousand? Not quite, I have not said my last word in this business. Do you understand?”


    He was flushed with excitement and his eyes flashed. The woman bent down to him, asking in a whisper, —


    “There were only two thousand?”


    “Two and something, the devil!”


    “Poor fellow, and in that even you did not succeed,” said the woman, sadly, and tears gathered in her eyes. Ilia looked into her face, and, smiling bitterly, said,— “Oh, dear, do you think it was for the money? Can’t you understand? Stop! I will go away first. The man is always the first to go.”


    “Come and see me soon, we must not hide. Come soon!” Olimpiada said, with distress.


    They kissed long and passionately, and then Luneff went. In the street he hired an isvoschik, and while he was driving along kept looking back to see if anyone were following him. His talk with Olimpiada had calmed him and aroused in him a kind feeling towards the woman. She had not stung him by word or look when he confessed the murder, and had not pushed him away, but seemed to take half the sin on herself; and yet, a minute before, not knowing anything, she had wanted to ruin him and would have done it too, he saw it in her face. Thinking of her, he smiled lovingly, but he experienced the sensations of an animal tracked by hunters.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XVIII


    
      
    


    THE next morning Petruha met him in the eating-house, and gave a scarcely perceptible nod in answer to his greeting, looking at him fixedly in a strange way. Terence, too, kept looking at him and sighing, without saying a word; but Jacob beckoned him into Masha’s den, and said with fear in his eyes, —


    “Yesterday evening a police-officer came and kept asking my father about you. What does it mean, eh?”


    “What did he ask?” asked Ilia, calmly.


    “Different things. How you live? If you drink vodka — about women too. He named some Olimpiada or other. Do you know her?” asked Jacob. “What does it mean?”


    “The devil knows!” said Ilia, and went away.


    That evening he got another note from Olimpiada. She wrote: —


    “I was questioned to-day about you. I told everything in detail. It is not at all terrible and very simple. Don’t be afraid. Kisses to you, dear one.”


    He threw the note into the fire. In Filimonoffs house and in the eating-house everyone was talking about the murder. Ilia listened to the different tales and they afforded him a strange pleasure. He liked to go among these people, who were interested in his deed, and question them about the details which they had invented themselves, conscious of the power of being able to astonish them all by saying, —


    “It was I who did it.”


    Some admired the murderer’s cleverness and courage, others were sorry that he had not had time to take all the money, others again were afraid he would be caught; no one was sorry for the merchant, no one said a single kind word about him, and the fact that Ilia did not find any pity for the murdered man in anyone aroused in him a feeling of anger towards them, although he himself did not feel any pity for the merchant either. He did not think about Poluektoff at all, but only of his great sin and the retribution awaiting him. This thought, however, caused him no distress; it lay quite still within him and seemed to become part of his soul. It was like a swelling caused by a blow — it did not ache if no one touched it. He firmly believed that the hour would strike and the punishment would come from God, Who knows everything and does not forgive the offender; and this calm, firm readiness to accept his punishment any day or hour made Ilia feel almost the same as he did before the murder. He was only more cautiously observant of people and took more notice of anything bad that was in them; it gave him pleasure, although he did not consciously try to justify himself.


    He became more and more morose and wrapped up in himself, and walked about the town with his goods from morning till night, sat in eating-houses, observing people and lending an attentive ear to their discourses, as he had always done. One day he remembered the money that was hidden in the attic, and decided that he must hide it somewhere else, but the next instant he said to himself, —


    “It isn’t necessary. Let it lie there. If the place is searched and it’s found, I’ll confess.”


    But there was no search made, and for a time he was not called before the coroner. At last on the sixth day he was summoned. Before going to the coroner’s office he put on clean linen and his best clothes, cleaned his boots till they shone, and took an isvoschik. The sledge jumped on the hollows of the road, while he tried to keep quite straight and motionless, because all within him was strained to the utmost degree, and it seemed to him that if he were to move unwarily something evil would happen to him; and he mounted the stairs to the coroner’s office without hurrying and as carefully as if he were dressed in glass.


    The coroner was a young man with curly hair and a hooked nose and wore gold spectacles. When he saw Ilia he rubbed his thin white hands together, and took off his spectacles and began wiping them with his handkerchief, observing Ilia’s face with his big dark eyes. Ilia bowed to him silently.


    “Good-morning! Take a seat, here,” and he indicated with a wave of his hand a chair near a big table covered with a crimson cloth. Ilia sat down and carefully pushed away with his elbow some papers, which lay near the edge of the table. The coroner noticed this and politely removed the papers, then sat down to the table opposite Ilia and began turning the pages of a book in silence, glancing at Ilia from under his eyebrows. The silence was disagreeable to Ilia, and, turning away from the coroner, he began looking round the room, seeing good furniture and real cleanliness for the first time. The walls were hung with portraits and pictures in frames; in one of these Christ was represented walking along thoughtfully with his head bent low, sorrowful and lonely, amid ruins; at his feet lay dead bodies and arms, while in the background rose a cloud of black smoke — something was burning. Ilia looked at this picture for a long time, trying to understand what it meant; he even wanted to ask, but at this juncture the coroner shut his book noisily. Ilia started and looked at him. The coroner’s face wore a reserved, dull expression, while his lips stuck out in a comical way, as if he were offended with something.


    “Well,” said he, rapping his fingers on the table. “Ilia Yakovlich Luneff, if I’m not mistaken?”


    “Yes.”


    “Do you guess what I have summoned you for?”


    “No,” answered Ilia, with a sidelong glance at the picture.


    In the room all was quiet, clean and pretty; never before had Ilia seen such cleanliness and so many pretty things. A smell of some pleasant scent came from the coroner; all this diverted Luneff’s attention and quieted him, though it made him feel envious.


    “This is one way people live. I suppose it’s profitable to catch thieves and murderers. I wonder what his salary is?” thought Ilia.


    “No!” repeated the coroner, as if he were astonished. “Why! did not Olimpiada Petrovna tell you anything?”


    “No, I have not seen her for a long time.”


    The coroner leant back in his chair and pouted his lips again in a comical way.


    “How long?”


    “I don’t know — about — eight or nine days, perhaps.”


    “Aha! Tell me, did you meet old Poluektoff many times at her house?”


    “The old man who was murdered?” asked Ilia, looking into the coroner’s eyes.


    “Yes, yes! The very same.”


    “I did not meet him once.”


    “Never? M-m.”


    “Never.”


    The coroner flung out his questions swiftly with an assumed carelessness, and when Ilia, who answered without hurrying, was particularly slow with his reply, the official rapped his fingers impatiently on the table.


    “Were you aware that Poluektoff kept Olimpiada Petrovna as his mistress?” asked he, suddenly, looking over his spectacles into Ilia’s eyes.


    “No,” answered the other in a hollow voice.


    “Yes, he kept her as his mistress,” repeated the coroner in an irritable voice. “In my opinion that’s very bad,” added he, seeing that Ilia was not going to say anything in reply.


    “Of course, there’s nothing good in it!” said Ilia, under his breath.


    “Am I not right?”


    But Ilia did not answer again.


    “Have you known her a long time?”


    “More than a year.”


    “That means you knew her before she got acquainted with Poluektoff?”


    “You’re a clever dog!” thought Ilia, and answered calmly, —


    “How can I know, as I was not aware that the dead man kept her as his mistress?”


    The coroner pursed his lips, whistled, and began looking over a paper. Luneff again began to stare at the picture, feeling that his interest in it helped him to be calm. The merry ringing laugh of a child reached them from somewhere; then a woman’s voice, joyful and loving, began singing slowly: —


    


    “Soinka, deary! sweetheart, darling!”


    


    “That engraving seems to interest you a great deal?” sounded the coroner’s voice.


    “Where is Christ going?” asked Ilia in a low tone.


    The coroner looked into his face with dull, disappointed eyes, and, after a silence, said, —


    “Ah, you see, He has descended to the earth to see how men have fulfilled His teaching. He is walking over a battle-field and sees men around him lying dead, houses in ruins, fires and robberies.”


    “But couldn’t He see it all from heaven?” asked Ilia.


    “M-m. It is what is called an allegory — it is painted to make a stronger impression on you, e — e to show you the incongruity between actual life and Christ’s teaching of it. But I must ask you a few more questions.”


    Ilia turned from the picture and began looking into the coroner’s face. Again the official poured forth a stream of trivial inconsequent questions, which bothered Ilia like flies in autumn. He grew tired of them and felt that they were diverting his attention and that his watchfulness was being dulled by their empty monotony. He grew angry with the coroner, understanding that he was tiring him on purpose.


    “Can you tell me,” asked the coroner, quickly and carelessly, “where you were on Thursday between three and four?”


    “In an eating-house, drinking tea,” said Ilia.


    “Ah! In which? Where?”


    “In ‘Plevna.’”


    “Why do you say that you were in the eating-house just at that time with such preciseness?”


    The coroner’s face quivered, he bent over the table, and his flashing eyes seemed to clutch hold of Luneff’s eyes. Ilia was silent for a few seconds, then sighed and answered without haste, —


    “Before going into the eating-house, I asked the time of a policeman.”


    The coroner threw himself back in his arm-chair again, and, taking up a pencil, began rapping it against his nails.


    “The policeman told me that it was past two — twenty minutes, I think it was,” said Ilia, slowly.


    “Does he know you?”


    “Yes.”


    “You have no watch of your own?”


    “No.”


    “Did you ever ask him the time before?”


    “Sometimes.”


    “The town council is not far and there is a clock on the tower.”


    “One forgets to look.”


    “Were you a long time in ‘Plevna’?”


    “Until they cried out about the murder.”


    “And then where did you go?”


    “To look at the murdered man.”


    “Did anyone see you there — near the shop?”


    “The same policeman — he even sent me away — pushed me.”


    “That is very good!” exclaimed the coroner, with approval, and, not looking at Luneff, asked carelessly,—” Did you ask the policeman the time before or after the murder?”


    Ilia understood the question. He turned round sharply in his chair, feeling an anger against this man with his dazzling white shirt, his slender fingers with clean nails, his golden spectacles and his sharp dark eyes. He answered with a question, —


    “How can I know?”


    The coroner gave a dry cough and rubbed his hands so as to make his fingers crack.


    “Splendid!” he said in a displeased voice. “Magnificent. Yes.”


    And he stretched himself wearily in his arm-chair.


    “Good. A few more questions and I’ll let you go. H’m — what is the policeman’s name?”


    “Eremin, Matvei Ivanovich.”


    The coroner now spoke in a dull voice, without haste, and apparently not expecting to hear anything interesting; and Ilia answered him and kept waiting for a question like the question about the time. Each word that he pronounced sounded in his breast as if it had resounded in empty space and struck there a tightly stretched chord. But the coroner did not ask any artful questions.


    “When you went along the street that day do you remember meeting a tall man in a short cloak and black fur cap?”


    “No,” answered Ilia, gloomily.


    “Well, listen to your deposition and then sign it.” And hiding his face with a paper covered with writing, the coroner began reading quickly in a monotonous voice, and having finished gave Luneff a pen. Ilia bent over the table, signed the paper, rose slowly from his chair, and, looking at the coroner, said firmly in a hollow voice, —


    “Good-bye.”


    The other answered only by a disdainful, lordly nod, and bending over the table began writing. Ilia stood still. He wanted to say something to this man who had tormented him for such a long time. In the stillness could be heard the scratch of the pen and from the inner room a song reached them: —


    “Dance away, dance away, little dolls.”


    “What is the matter?” asked the coroner, suddenly lifting up his head.


    “Nothing,” answered Luneff in a surly tone.


    “I told you you could go.”


    “I’m going.”


    “That’s right.”


    They were looking fixedly at each other, and Luneff felt something rising in his heart, heavy and terrible. Turning quickly to the door, he went out into the street and there, caught in a cold wind, he suddenly became conscious that his whole body was damp with perspiration. Half an hour later he was with Olimpiada. She opened the door to him herself, having seen him drive up to the house, and met him with a motherly joy. Her face was pale, while her eyes had grown bigger and wore an anxious expression.


    “You’re a wise fellow!” she exclaimed, when Ilia told her that he had come straight from the coroner. “That’s quite right! Well, what did he say?”


    “He’s a rascal!” said Ilia, viciously. “He set traps.”


    “He can’t do otherwise,” said the woman, reasonably. “Let him be. That’s his vile business.”


    “Couldn’t he say outright — So-and-So, you’re suspected?”


    “But you were not straightforward either,” said Olimpiada, with a smile.


    “I?” said Luneff, with astonishment. “Y-yes, indeed! Oh, devil!” He was greatly struck with something, and after a silence said, —


    “But while I sat before him, by God! I considered myself in the right. And — generally—”


    “Well, thank God!” exclaimed Olimpiada, joyfully, “all ended well.”


    Ilia glanced at her with a smile and said slowly, —


    “And do you know, I hadn’t to lie at all scarcely. I’m in luck, Lipa!”


    And he laughed in a strange way.


    “The detectives keep a sharp eye on me,” said Olimpiada in a whisper, “and on you too, probably.”


    “Oh, yes!” exclaimed Luneff, with a sneer. “They are sniffing about and want to surround me like a wolf in a forest. Nothing will come of it, it is not their business! And I’m not a wolf, but a miserable human being. I did not want to strangle anyone, fate is strangling me, as it’s said in Pashka’s poetry. And it’s strangling Pashka, and Jacob, and everybody.”


    “Never mind, Ilusha,” said the woman, making tea, “everything will come right in the end.”


    Luneff got up from the sofa, went to the window, and, looking into the street, continued gloomily and doubtfully, —


    “All my life I’ve had to poke my nose into all sorts of abomination. I’ve been pushed on to all that I don’t like and hate. I’ve never met anyone I could look upon with joy. Is it possible that there is no cleanliness in life? There, I strangled that one, what good is it to me? I have only soiled myself and harrowed my heart. I took the money, I ought not to have taken it.”


    “Don’t grieve,” Olimpiada comforted him. “One hasn’t the heart to be sorry for him.”


    “I’m not sorry, I want to justify myself. Everyone tries to justify himself, because one must live! The coroner there lives like a bug in a rug. He won’t strangle anybody. He can live righteously, surrounded by cleanliness.”


    “Wait a bit, and we’ll go away from this town together.”


    “N-no, I won’t go anywhere!” said Luneff, firmly, turning towards the woman. And as if threatening someone he added, “No, wait a bit! I shall wait and see what will happen next.”


    Olimpiada grew pensive for a minute. She was seated at the table before the samovar, superb and beautiful, in a loose white dressing-gown.


    “I shall keep up the fight,” said Luneff, walking about the room and nodding his head impressively.


    “Ah!” exclaimed the woman in a hurt voice, “you don’t want to go away because you are afraid of me? You think I’ll get you into my power for ever now, you think that if I know about you I’ll take advantage! You’re mistaken, my fine fellow! I won’t drag you after me by force.”


    She spoke calmly, but her lips quivered as if with pain.


    “What are you saying?” asked Luneff, listening to her words.


    “I sha’n’t constrain you, never fear! Go where you like, please!”


    “Wait a bit!” said Ilia, sitting down by her side and taking hold of her hand, “I don’t understand why you began to speak like this?”


    “Go on pretending!” cried Olimpiada, with anger, snatching her hand out of his. “I know — you are proud and cruel! You can’t forgive me the old man, and my life is repugnant to you. You say to yourself now, that it all happened through me — you hate me.”


    “You’re lying!” said Ilia, proudly. “You’re lying. I don’t blame you for anything. I know that pure and sinless women don’t exist for the likes of us, they’re too expensive for us. One must marry them and they bear children. Everything that is pure exists for rich people only, and only what is used and sucked dry and fly blown by handling is left for us.”


    “Well, leave me alone, if I’m soiled by handling!” cried Olimpiada, jumping up from her chair. “Go away!” but tears started to her eyes and she began flinging words at him that burnt like hot coals, —


    “I got into this pit by my own free will, because there is a lot of money in it, I’ll climb back with the help of this money — use it as a ladder — and begin to live again decently, you have helped me in this. I don’t love the virtue in you, I love your pride, your youth, your curly head and strong arms, your stern eyes, your reproaches are like knives plunged into my heart, for all this I shall be grateful to you to my dying day, I will kiss your feet — there!” She fell at his feet and began kissing his knees, exclaiming, —


    “God is witness! I sinned for my own salvation, it is His will that I shall not live my whole life in filth, but only pass through it and become pure again. I shall pray till He forgives me, I don’t want to languish all my life! They’ve soiled me all over, they’ve polluted me entirely, all my tears won’t be enough to wash myself clean.”


    At first Ilia tried to push her from him, and to make her rise from the floor, but she had caught hold of him tightly, and, with her head on his knees, rubbed her face against his legs, speaking all the time in a hollow, choking voice. He began stroking her with a trembling hand, and, lifting her from the floor, put his arms round her and her head on his shoulder. The woman’s hot cheek touched his, and, kneeling before him, held in his strong arms, she kept speaking, lowering her voice to a whisper, —


    “Is anybody the better if a man, having sinned once, is debased for his whole life? When I was a little girl and my stepfather kept making up to me with his filthiness, I gave him a blow with the chopper. I did not want to. But they mastered me, they drugged me. I was a little girl — pure, and as firm as an apple, and rosy. I cried over myself, I was sorry for myself, and my beauty. And I didn’t want to, I didn’t want to. And then I saw it was all the same. There was no returning. ‘I’ll at least be expensive,’ said I to myself. I hated everybody, I stole money and drank till I got tipsy. Before I met you I did not kiss anybody with my soul, but only marred myself.”


    She finished in a low whisper and suddenly tore herself out of Ilia’s arms.


    “Let me go!”


    But he pressed her tighter in his arms and began kissing her face passionately and despairingly.


    “Let me go — you hurt me!” she said once more.


    “I have nothing to say in answer to your words,’ began Ilia, hotly. “Except that nobody is sorry for us. Well, and we need not grieve for anybody. You spoke well, let me kiss you at least. How else can I repay you? My own dear one, I love you, I can’t say how much! One can’t express it in words.”


    Her words and complaints aroused in him a sincere warm feeling of affection towards her. Her grief seemed to melt the barrier between them and bind them closer together. Clasped tightly in each other’s arms they told each other their wrongs in low voices for a long time; and a firm and resolute courage grew up in Luneff’s heart.


    “There won’t be any happiness for us two,” said the woman, shaking her head despairingly.


    “Well, we’ll celebrate our unhappiness then. If we have to go to Siberia — we’ll go together. Do you hear? And for the present let’s forget grief, and everything but our love. I don’t care what happens, burn me with fire if you like. My soul is light, I don’t want to repent of anything!”


    Agitated by their talk and excited by their mutual caresses, they seemed to see each other through a haze. They grew hot with embracing, and felt suffocated by their clothes.


    Outside the sky was grey and dull. A cold mist covered the earth, settling down on the trees in a white rime. In the front garden under the window the branches of a young birch tree rocked gently, shaking off the snowflakes. A winter evening was closing in.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XIX


    
      
    


    A FEW days later Luneff heard that in the affairs of Poluektoffs murder the police were looking for a tall man in a sheepskin cap. When the murdered man’s shop was inspected, two silver image trimmings were found and it appeared that they had been stolen. The boy who served in the shop testified that these trimmings had been bought, two or three days before the murder, from a tall man in a short coat, called Andrew, that this man had sold Poluektoff different silver and gold things from time to time, and that Poluektoff had lent him money. Afterwards it turned out that, both on the day before and the day of the murder, a man who answered to the boy’s description had been revelling in a brothel.


    Every day Ilia heard something new about the case; the whole town was interested in the daring murder and it was talked about everywhere — in eating-houses and in the street. But all this talk scarcely interested Luneff at all; all thought of danger had dropped away from his mind, like the crust off a wound, and in its place he only felt an awkwardness. Lending an attentive ear to everything that was said about the crime, he had only one thought in his head: how was he going to live? What awaited him in the future? And his certainty that the murderer would not be found grew stronger.


    He felt like a raw recruit before the battle, or like a man starting on a long and unknown journey. He wanted more than ever to live in solitude for a time, to meditate upon himself, but life boiled around him, like water in a kettle, and nearly every day something happened to divert his thoughts from himself. He grew pale and thin. For some days he was worried by


    Jacob, who, dishevelled and dressed anyhow, wandered aimlessly about the eating-house and yard, looking at everything in a distracted way with wandering eyes, like a man occupied by some mental calculation. Meeting Ilia, he would ask him in a low voice or in a whisper, mysteriously and hurriedly, —


    “Have you time to have a talk with me?”


    “Wait a bit, I’m busy.”


    “Oh, dear! it’s important.”


    “What is it?” asked Ilia.


    “A book! It explains things, fit to scare one,” said Jacob, fearfully.


    “Get along with your books! Better tell me why your father looks at me in that savage way? But what was going on in actual life did not catch Jacob’s notice. In answer to his friend’s question he opened his eyes wide in perplexity and asked, —


    “Why? I don’t know anything. That is to say, I heard once — he was speaking to your uncle — something about you selling false money — but he only said it at random.”


    “And how do you know that he said it at random?” asked Ilia, with a smile.


    “Well, what’s the good of bothering? What money? It’s all bosh.” And, waving his hand, Jacob began to muse.


    “Have you time for a talk?” asked he, after a minute, looking his friend up and down with wandering eyes.


    “About the book?”


    “Y-yes. There is one place, that I understood — ouf-f, brother mine.”


    And the philosopher made a grimace, as if he had burnt himself. Luneff looked upon his friend as a queer or even crazy fellow. Sometimes Jacob seemed to him to be blind, and always miserable and quite unfit for life. The inhabitants of the house said — and everyone who lived in the same street knew — that Petruha wanted to marry his mistress, who kept one of the most expensive brothels in the town, but Jacob was quite indifferent to this; and when Luneff asked him if the wedding were going to take place soon, Jacob asked, —


    “Whose?”


    “Your father’s.”


    “Ah! Who can say — there’s a shameless man for you! A nice wife he has found himself — fit only to be spit upon!”


    “And do you know that she has a son — a big one, he learns in the gymnasium?”


    “No, I didn’t know — why?”


    “So — he’ll be your father’s heir.”


    “Aha!” said Jacob, indifferently. And then he suddenly brightened up.


    “A son, do you say?”


    “Why, yes.”


    “A son — perhaps that will be to my advantage, eh? If only my father would appoint this son to stand behind the counter and let me go wherever I like, — if!” And as with a foretaste of his liberty, Jacob smacked his tongue with relish. Luneff looked at him regretfully and said, with a sneer, —


    “It’s quite true what they say, that when a silly child begs for a carrot, and bread is given him, he does not open his bag for it. Oh, you! I can’t think how you’ll get through life.”


    Jacob pricked up his ears, opened his eyes wide and answered in a whisper, —


    “I have thought over it all and I know. First of all, a man must put his mind in order. He must see clearly what God wants of him. Now I see one thing, all men are entangled like threads and are pulled in all directions, but in what direction each must be drawn, and to what he must attach himself most tightly — no one knows. A man is born no one knows why, and lives no one knows what for; then death comes and tears everything asunder. Consequently first of all I must know what I am ordained for. There!”


    “How you do get into these arguments of yours,” said Ilia, with intensity. “What is the good of them?” He felt that Jacob’s obscure discourses touched him more deeply than before, and aroused strange thoughts in him. It seemed to him that the black power, which was always bidding defiance to his simple happy thoughts about a clean life, listened to Jacob’s words with an exceptional greed, and stirred in his soul, like an infant in its mother’s womb. This was disagreeable to Ilia, it disconcerted him and seemed quite unnecessary, and he tried to avoid talking to Jacob; but it was not easy to shake off his friend.


    “What good is it? The very greatest. Being without knowing is the same as being without fire. Where are you going, eh? One must always know where one is going and what for, and if it’s true.”


    “Jacob, you’re like an old man, one feels dull in your company. In my opinion — if a pig seeks luck much more does a man — as they say. Well, good-bye.”


    After such conversations, he felt as if he had been eating too many salt things; a distressing thirst seemed to seize him and he longed for something to quench it. The thought that God was preparing a punishment for him blazed up in a flame and burnt his soul; he sought solitude and could not obtain it; so he went to Olimpiada and in her arms hid himself from all his thoughts and trouble.


    Sometimes he went to see Vera. The loose life was gradually sucking the girl down into its deep, filthy slough. She told Ilia with rapture about revels with rich merchants, bureaucrats and officers, about sledge-parties and restaurants. She showed him the presents she had received from her lovers — dresses and jackets. Plump, well-shaped and strong, she boasted with pride of her adorers, who disputed and quarrelled for the possession of her. Luneff admired her health, beauty and gaiety, but remarked cautiously several times, —


    “You’ll come to grief, Verochka, in this game.”


    “And what does it matter? It is my fate. I’ll go down with a flourish at least. I will take as much as I can and then — let the end come.”


    “Well, but Paul—”


    At the name of her lover her brows knitted and her gaiety disappeared.


    “If he would only leave me,” she said. “It’s hard for him with me, and he torments himself in vain. If he would only be satisfied with what there is, but he wants all. But I shall not stop, the fly has found the treacle.”


    “Don’t you love him?” asked Ilia.


    “One cannot do otherwise than love him,” replied she, quite seriously. “He is wonderful.”


    “Well, then, why don’t you live together?”


    “With hi-im? To be a burden to him? Why, he can scarcely earn bread enough for himself, how can he keep me? No, I pity him.”


    “Take care something bad does not happen — he has a spirit of his own!” Luneff warned her. But she laughed.


    “He? He’s quite soft. I can bend him as I like.”


    “You’ll break him.”


    “O Lord!” exclaimed Vera, irritably. “Well, what am I to do? Do you imagine I was born for one person only? Everybody wants to live merrily. And everybody lives for himself — as he likes. He, and you, and I.”


    “That’s not quite true!” said Ilia, thoughtfully and gloomily. “We all live — but not for ourselves only.”


    “And for whom, then?”


    “You — for merchants and different rakes.”


    “I’m a rake myself,” said Vera, and burst into a merry laugh.


    Luneff left her with a sad feeling. During this period he met Paul once or twice, but only for a short time. When Paul found his friend with Vera, he frowned and got angry. In Luneffs presence he sat silent, with clenched teeth and two red spots burning on his cheeks. Ilia saw that his friend was jealous of him, and this was agreeable to him. But he saw, too, clearly, that Gratchoff had got his neck into a loop, from which it was very doubtful if he would get loose without great damage to himself. And, feeling sorry for Paul, and still more so for Vera, he ceased going to see her. With Olimpiada he was living his honeymoon over again. But here, too, a coldness sprang up now and then that made Ilia’s heart contract. Sometimes N in the middle of a talk he would suddenly grow thoughtful and gloomy. Then Olimpiada would say lovingly in a whisper, —


    “Dear one! don’t think about it. There are few people in this world whose hands are unsoiled.”


    “Listen,” Luneff answered coldly and seriously. “I ask you never to talk to me about that. I’m not thinking of my hands, but of my soul. Although you have sense you can’t understand my thoughts. Just tell me — what must I do to live honestly and in cleanliness, in peace and without injuring anyone! M-yes. And hold your tongue about the old man.”


    But she could not be silent about the old man and kept persuading Ilia to forget about him. Luneff would grow angry and leave her; and when he made his appearance again, she cried out in a rage that he loved her out of fear and out of charity, and that she did not want such love, and would throw him over and leave the town. And she cried and pinched Ilia, bit his shoulders, kissed his feet, and then, throwing off her clothes in a frenzy, stood up before him naked and said, —


    “Am I not fair enough? Is my body not beautiful? I love you with each little vein, with all my blood. Kill me — and I shall only laugh.”


    Her blue eyes grew dark, her lips quivered, and her breast rose, as if it were striving to meet Ilia. He took her in his arms and kissed her with all the strength he had, and then, going home, thought: how could she, being so passionate and full of life, how could she suffer the vile caresses of the old man? And Olimpiada seemed repugnant and pitiful, and he spat on the ground with disgust, remembering her kisses. Once, after a burst of passion, sated with her caresses, he said, —


    “Since I strangled the old devil you seem to love me more.”


    “Why, yes — what of it?”


    “Nothing. It amuses me when I think there are such people who like a rotten egg better than a fresh one, and others who like to eat an apple when it has begun to rot — it’s queer!”


    “Every moment has its whim, and everybody has his own ways and taste; some prefer an officer, and others a water-melon.”


    And they both grew thoughtful.


    One day when Ilia had come home from town and was undressing, Terence came quietly into his room. He closed the door after him carefully, but stood near it several seconds, as if he were listening to something, and then, shaking his hump, fastened the hook. Ilia noticed all this and looked into his face mockingly.


    “Ilusha!” said Terence in a half whisper, sitting down on a chair.


    “Well?”


    “Rumours are afloat. They speak badly of you.” And the hunchback sighed heavily, lowering his eyes.


    “For instance?” asked Ilia, taking off his boots.


    “Different people say different things. Some — that you had a share in this business — the merchant who was murdered. Others — that you sell false coins.”


    “Are they envious, then?” asked Ilia.


    “Men came — men that looked like the secret police, that’s to say like detectives, and kept asking Petruha about you.”


    “Well, let them,” said Ilia, indifferently.


    “Of course. What have we to do with them, if we have no sin on our conscience?”


    Ilia laughed and lay down on his bed.


    “Now, they have left off and don’t come any more. But Petruha has begun himself,” said Terence, disconnectedly in a timid voice. “He keeps whispering, does Petruha. It would be better if you changed your lodgings, Ilusha, if you could find a room and live in it, yes! As it is, Petruha says, ‘I can’t,’ says he, ‘keep suspected people in my house; I,’ says he, ‘am a member of the town council.’”


    Ilia turned a face dark with anger towards his uncle, and said loudly, —


    “Listen. If his polished face is dear to him, he’d better hold his tongue. You can tell him so. If I hear a disrespectful word about me, I’ll pound his head into gravel. Whoever I may be, it is not his business, the rascal, to judge me. And I’ll leave this place when I like. For the present, I sha’n’t go away. I want to live a little bit longer with people who are pure and righteous.”


    The hunchback was frightened by Ilia’s wrath. He was silent for a minute, sitting on his chair and scratching his hump softly, and looked at his nephew with big eyes full of fear and expectation. Ilia stared at the ceiling with firmly-closed lips and wide-open eyes. Terence looked him all over carefully; at his curly head, handsome grave face, with its small moustache and sharp chin, glanced at his broad chest, measured his whole strong and well-shaped body with his eyes, and said quietly, with a sigh, —


    


    “What a fine fellow you have grown! In our village all the girls would run after you in a flock. If only we could return to the country!”


    Ilia was silent.


    “M-yes, you’d have a fine life there! I’d obtain some money for you, and you could open a shop and marry some rich girl! Ha, ha! And your life would fly like a sledge downhill.”


    “But perhaps I want to go uphill?” said Ilia, gloomily.


    “Why, of course, uphill!” Terence said hastily. “I only spoke like that — I meant your life would be easy, but it will go uphill.”


    “And from the top of the hill where will it go?” asked Ilia.


    The hunchback glanced at him and laughed with a jarring sound. Then he again began speaking, but Ilia did not listen to him. He was thinking of all he had gone through and how cleverly and imperceptibly everything is arranged in life, like the threads of a net. Circumstances surround a man and lead him where they will, just as the police leads a rogue. For instance, he had wanted to leave this house and live alone, and a favourable occasion turns up at once. He looked fixedly at his uncle with fear in his eyes, but the same minute someone knocked at the door, and Terence jumped up in dismay.


    “Well, open the door,” said Ilia, angrily, in a loud voice.


    When the hunchback undid the hook, Jacob appeared on the threshold with a big yellow book in his hands.


    “Ilia, you just listen, let’s go to Mashutka,” said he, excitedly, coming up to the bed.


    “What’s the matter with her?” asked Ilia, hastily.


    “With her? I don’t know. She’s not at home.”


    “Where has she taken to wander of an evening?” asked the hunchback in a nasty way.


    “She goes out with Matitsa,” said Jacob.


    “Well, she won’t come to any good in her company,” said Terence, slowly.


    “Never mind. Come along, Ilia.”


    Jacob had caught Luneff by the sleeve and was pulling at it.


    “Wait a bit,” said Luneff. “Have you broken loose from a chain?”


    “Do you know, it is black magic and nothing else,” said Jacob in a half whisper.


    “Who?” asked Ilia, putting on his boots.


    “This same book, by God! You’ll see, come along. I tell you beforehand, it’s wonderful,” continued Jacob, leading his friend through the dark entrance-hall. “It’s even fearful to read, it draws you in like a bog.” Ilia felt his friend’s excitement, heard his trembling voice, and, when they entered the shoemaker’s room and lighted the lamp, he saw that Jacob’s face was pale and his eyes were dim and merry, like a drunkard’s.


    “Have you been drinking?” asked he, looking suspiciously at Jacob.


    “I? No, I haven’t had a single drop to-day; I don’t drink now, only occasionally for courage, when my father is at home, I swallow a glass or two, but not now. I’m afraid of my father, I only drink what does not smell of vodka. But let’s drop it — listen.” He sat down on a chair noisily, opened the book, bent low over it, and, drawing his finger over the thick paper, yellow from age, began reading in a hollow, quivering voice: —


    “‘Chapter the third. The primitive state of man’ — listen!”


    With a sigh he lifted up his left hand, while he moved the finger of the right one over the page, and began reading loudly: ‘“It is narrated that in the opinion of virtuous men’ — do you hear?— ‘of virtuous men, who wrote about the beginning of matter, that the primitive state of man, as Diodor testifies, was twofold. Some thought that the world was not created and is imperishable and mankind has no beginning in the ages.’”


    Jacob lifted up his head from the book, and, shaking his hand in the air, said in a whisper, —


    “Do your hear? has no beginning!”


    “Read on!” said Ilia, looking suspiciously at the old book, bound in leather. Then Jacob’s low and enraptured voice sounded again.


    “‘Of this belief, as Cicero testifies, were Pythagoras of Samos, Archytas the Tarentine, Plato of Athens, Xenocrates, Aristoteles the Stagyrite, and many other peripatetics believed the same, and taught that everything that exists and will exist in the world has no beginning’ — do you hear? again— ‘has no beginning! But there is a certain round of things, that give birth and are born, in which the beginning and end of the thing born is accessible to our knowledge.’”


    Ilia put out his hand, and, shutting up the book, said with a sneer, —


    “Throw it up! The devil take it. Here some Germans have been philosophising: accessible to our knowledge, indeed! It’s impossible to understand anything.”


    “Wait a bit!” exclaimed Jacob, looking round in a scared way, and gazing with wide open eyes at his friend’s face, asked softly, —


    “Do you know your beginning?”


    “What beginning?” cried Ilia, angrily.


    “Don’t cry out. Let’s take the soul, for instance. Man is born with a soul, isn’t he, eh?”


    “Well?”


    “Then he must know — from whence he appeared and how? It is said that the soul is immortal, it always existed — aha! Wait, wait a bit! It is not necessary to know how you were born, but how you lived. When did you live? When did you understand that you were alive? You were born living, but when did you become alive? In your mother’s womb? All right! But why can’t you remember how you lived before your birth, and even for five years after your birth you don’t know anything about your life? Well? And if there’s a soul — where does it enter you? Well?”


    Jacob’s eyes flashed triumphantly, his face was lit up by a glad smile, and he cried out with a joy that seemed strange to Ilia, —


    “There’s a soul for you!”


    “Fool!” said Ilia, looking at him sternly. “What are you so glad about?”


    “But — I’m not glad about anything in particular. I’m just glad.”


    “That’s good; simply glad! Take my advice — throw the book away. You see it’s written against God. It’s not so important to know why I’m alive as to know how I am to live? How am I to live so as to have everything clean and agreeable and so that no one interferes with me and I injure nobody? Find me book in which all this is explained.”


    Jacob sat with his head bent low down, silent and thoughtful. His joyous excitement had disappeared, finding no response. After a silence, he said in answer to his friend, —


    “I keep looking, and there is something I don’t like in you. I don’t understand your ideas — but I see that since a certain time you have grown proud of something. You behave as if you were righteous somehow.”


    Ilia laughed.


    “What are you laughing at? It’s true. You judge everyone severely. You don’t love anybody, as if—”


    “I don’t love anybody,” said Ilia, firmly. “Whom have I to love? What for? What have people given me? Everyone wants to ride after his piece of bread on somebody else’s neck, and then he says: ‘love me, respect me!’ I’m not such a fool! Respect me — and then I’ll respect you! Give me my share — perhaps I will love you then! Everyone wants to eat.”


    “Well, I expect it isn’t only victuals people are after,” replied Jacob, crossly and with enmity.


    “I know! Everyone adorns himself with something, but it’s only a mask! I see my uncle wants to bargain with God, just as a clerk has to give an account to his master. Your father gave a banner to the church, I draw the conclusion that he has cheated somebody or is going to do so. And everybody is the same, whereever you look. They say: here’s a penny for you, but give me back five. Have you read that merchant Migunoff gave three hundred roubles to the hospital and then asked the town council to release him from the arrears that are due on his fabric, and they amount to a thousand. That’s the way everyone gammons the other and tries to justify himself in the eyes of his neighbour. And in my opinion, whether you have sinned willingly or involuntarily, you ought to put out your neck for the blow.”


    “That’s true,” said Jacob, thoughtfully, “it’s true about the hunchback, and it’s true about my father. Oh, dear! you and I were not born in the right place. You are malicious; at least, you comfort yourself by judging everybody, and judging them more and more severely. But I can’t even do that. Oh! if I could only go away somewhere!” exclaimed Jacob, with distress.


    “Where can you go to?” asked Ilia, smiling.


    “M-yes.”


    And they were both silent, sitting despondently opposite each other at the table. And on the table lay the big yellow book in the leather binding with iron clasps.


    Someone began bustling about in the entrance-hall, hollow voices were heard, then a hand scraped the door for some time, trying to find the handle. The friends waited in silence. The door opened slowly, gradually, and Perfishka staggered into the cellar. He caught his foot on the threshold, stumbled and fell on his knees, lifting up his right hand, in which he held his harmonica.


    “Wo!” said he, and laughed a drunken laugh. After him came Matitsa. She bent over the shoemaker at once, took him under his arms and began lifting him, saying with a faltering tongue, —


    “Oh! how tipsy he is — heigho, drunkard!”


    “Matchmaker, don’t touch me. I’ll get up myself — myself.”


    He began swaying to and fro, then got upon his feet with an effort and went up to his friends, offering them his left hand.


    “Good-morning! Our respects to you, and yours to us.”


    Matitsa burst into a husky, stupid laugh.


    “Where have you come from?” asked Ilia.


    Meanwhile Jacob looked at the drunkards with a smile, and was silent.


    “Where from? From a miracle — ha, ha! B-boys! dears, heigho!” Perfishka began stamping on the floor and singing: —


    


    “Little bones, so young and tender,


    When the bones grow big and tall,


    I will sell them at a stall.”


    


    “Matchmaker! say all in one breath. Or else better let’s sing the song that you taught me. W-well—” He leant his back by Matitsa against the stove, and, jogging the woman in the side with his elbow, began feeling for the stops of his harmonica.


    “Where’s Mashutka?” asked Ilia, sternly.


    “Hullo, you!” cried Jacob, jumping up from his chair. “Where is Masha in reality?”


    But the drunkards paid no attention to their questions. Matitsa bent her head on one side and began singing: —


    


    “Oh! gossip, gossip, the brandy is good.”


    


    And Perfishka waved his harmonica in the air and caught up the song in a high voice: —


    “Let’s have a drink, gossip, for it’s Monday to-day.”


    Ilia got up, and, taking him by the shoulder, gave him such a shake that Perfishka knocked the back of his head against the stove.


    “Where’s your daughter?”


    “His da-aughter wa-andered about in the middle of the night,” muttered Perfishka, senselessly, catching hold of his head with his hand.


    Jacob asked Matitsa, but she only said with a smile,— “And I won’t tell you. I won’t, and I won’t tell you.”


    “Perhaps they’ve gone and sold her, the devils!” said Ilia to his friend, smiling grimly. Jacob glanced at him with dismay, and asked the shoemaker in a piteous voice, —


    “Perfili, listen! Where is Mashutka?”


    “Ma-shut-ka!” drawled Matitsa, with a sneer. “Aha, so you’ve thought of her at last.”


    “Ilia! What’s this? What shall we do?” asked Jacob, with distress.


    “We must let the police know,” said Ilia, looking gloomily at the drunkards.


    “Matchmaker,” cried Perfiska, becoming suddenly radiant, “do you hear? They want to let the police know — ha, ha, ha!”


    “The po-oli-ice?” drawled Matitsa, ominously, rolling her great eyes from Ilia to Jacob, and suddenly tossing her arms in an absurd way, roared at the top of her voice, “And wouldn’t you like to go to the police yourselves? Don’t you want to? G-get out of my hut. This is my hut. We’ll get married too.”


    “Ha, ha, ha!” laughed the shoemaker, holding his sides.


    “Let’s go away, Jacob,” said Ilia. “The devil can’t make head or tail of it. Let’s go!”


    “Wait a bit,” said Jacob, quite lost and in dismay. “Is it possible they’ve married her? Her? Why, is she fit for it? Perfishka, tell us — have you really? Do tell us, where is Masha?”


    “Matitsa! my wife, seize them. S-s-s. Bark at them, gnaw at them — ha, ha! Where is Masha?” Perfishka drew in his lips and tried to whistle, but could not, and put out his tongue at Jacob instead and burst out laughing again. Matitsa went at Ilia and roared furiously, —


    “Who are you?”


    Ilia pushed her away and went out of the cellar. In the entrance Jacob caught him up, seized him by the shoulder, and, stopping him in the dark, began saying,— “Can one do such a thing? Is it allowed? She is a little girl, Ilia. Is it possible they have married her?”


    “Well, don’t jabber,” Ilia interrupted him sharply. “It’s useless now. You ought to have kept an eye on them before. You looked for the beginning, while they got to the end in the meantime.”


    Jacob was silent, but after a minute began speaking again, as he went through the yard behind Luneff, —


    “I’m not to blame. I knew she took day work to tidy up rooms, somewhere.”


    “Go to the devil! I don’t care if you are to blame or not,” said Ilia, roughly, stopping in the middle of the yard. “One must flee from this house. One ought to set it on fire, yes!”


    “O Lord, Lord!” said Jacob, softly, standing behind Luneff.


    Ilia turned round and looked at him. He was standing with his arms hanging helplessly at his sides and his head bent, as if he were waiting for a blow.


    “Cry,” said Ilia, mockingly, and went away, leaving his friend all alone in the darkness, in the middle of the yard.


    The next morning he heard from Perfishka that they had really married Masha to a shopkeeper, Krenoff, a widower about fifty years of age, who had lost his wife not long ago. Shaking his head, which was aching after his drunken state, Perfishka lay on the stove and related disjointedly, —


    “‘And so,’ says he to me, ‘I have,’ says he, ‘two children.’ He has two boys, one is five years old, the other three. ‘Well,’ says he, ‘they need a nurse, and they have a nurse, a stranger woman, who will begin stealing and so on. So,’ says he, ‘persuade your daughter.’ Well, and I did persuade her, and Matitsa persuaded her. Matitsa is wise, she understood at once. She had no way to turn, it could be worse, but never — better! ‘All right,’ says she, ‘I’ll marry him.’ Yes, and she married him. All was arranged in three days. Matitsa and I received three roubles each, and we both spent it in drink yesterday. Well, Matitsa does drink, a horse couldn’t drink more!”


    Ilia listened and was silent. He saw that Masha was provided for better than could have been hoped for. But nevertheless he was sorry for the little girl. The last few days he had scarcely seen her at all, and had not thought of her, and now, without her, the house seemed to have grown suddenly more evil and dirtier.


    The shoemaker’s yellow and swollen face looked at Ilia from the stove, his hoarse voice creaked like a half-broken twig of a tree in autumn. Luneff looked at Perfishka with a sad feeling at his heart.


    “Krenoff made the condition that I should not set my foot in his house. ‘You can come now and then,’ says he, ‘to my shop, I’ll give you a glass, but don’t hope to get into my house any more than if it was heaven.’ Ilia Yakovlich! won’t you give me five copecks to cure my fit of intoxication? Do give them me, be so kind.”


    “Wait a bit, I’ll give them to you,” said Luneff. “Well, and what will you do now?”


    The shoemaker spat on the floor, and answered, —


    “I’ll become a thorough drunkard. While Masha was not provided for, I laid some restraint upon myself — sometimes I worked — I felt an obligation towards her. But now I know that she is fed, has clothes and shoes, and is as safe as if she was locked up in a box. That means I can begin a general intoxication.”


    “Can’t you stop drinking?”


    “In no way,” answered the shoemaker, shaking his dishevelled head negatively. “And what for?”


    “Don’t you wish for anything in life?”


    “Will you give me five copecks? That’s all I want.”


    “I can’t understand it,” said Ilia, shrugging his shoulders. “I can’t understand how a man can live and not wish for anything in his whole life.”


    “You’re speaking of a man, and I am I,” said Perfishka, calmly, in a philosophising way. “When a man desires anything, Fate bestirs itself in his behalf, that’s how it is! And if a man is made of straw, and you can’t put anything into him, what need has Fate to trouble about him? I’ll tell you this: once I wanted to do a stroke of business — at the time when my wife was still living — I wanted to carry off a bit of Grandfather Jeremiah’s belongings. I said to myself: if it isn’t me, somebody else will rob the old man. But, thank God, others were before me in that affair. I’m not sorry. But then I saw that a man must know how to desire a thing.” The shoemaker laughed and began to get down from the stove, saying, —


    “Well, give me the five copecks, my inside is burning fit to kill me.”


    “Here you are, swallow a glass,” said Ilia. And looking with a smile at Perfishka, he asked, “Do you know?”


    “What?”


    “You’re a charlatan, you’re a good-for-nothing fellow and a miserable drunkard — all that is quite true.”


    “Quite true,” confirmed the shoemaker, standing before Ilia with his five-copeck piece in his hand.


    “But sometimes it seems to me,” continued Ilia, thoughtfully, in a serious voice, “that I don’t know a better man than you — by God!”


    Perfishka looked at Ilia’s serious but gentle face, smiling incredulously.


    “Are you joking, Ilia Yakovlich?”


    “You can believe me or not, as you like. I did not say it to praise, but simply for myself, in condemnation of men.”


    “That’s too hard for me! No, I suppose my head was not made to break sugar. I don’t understand you. I’ll go and have a drink, perhaps I’ll get wiser.”


    “Wait a bit!” Luneff stopped him, catching hold of his shirt “I want to ask you: are you afraid of God?”


    Perfishka transferred the weight of his body from one foot to the other without hurrying, and said half offended, —


    “I have nothing to fear God for. I don’t hurt anybody, and never did hurt anybody.”


    “Do you say your prayers?” asked Luneff, lowering his voice.


    “Well, I pray, naturally, seldom.”


    Ilia saw that the shoemaker did not wish to talk, and was yearning for the public-house with all his soul. “Here, Perfil, are ten copecks more.”


    “This is a different conversation!” cried the latter, and became radiant with joy.


    “But tell me, how do you pray?” Luneff began questioning him again.


    “I? I — very simply! I don’t know any prayers. ‘Virgin Mary,’ I knew, but have forgotten it long ago. I believe I know the beggar’s prayer— ‘Lord Jesus,’ and so on to the end. Perhaps it will come in handy in my old age. I pray simply—’ Lord, be merciful unto me.’”


    Perfishka looked at the ceiling, and, nodding his head, added convincingly, —


    “He understands. Can I go? I want a drink badly.”


    “Go, go along,” said Ilia, observing Perfishka thoughtfully. “Only one thing more: the day will come and you’ll die. Then God will ask you: ‘how have you lived, man?’”


    “And I will answer: ‘Lord, I was born a tiny thing, and I died tipsy, and I don’t remember anything.’ He’ll laugh and forgive me.”


    The shoemaker smiled happily and went away.


    And Luneff remained alone in the cellar. It seemed strange that Masha would never again appear in this close, dirty pit, and Perfishka would probably also soon be turned away.


    An April sun looked into the window, lighting up the unswept floor. Everything in the cellar was in disorder, it was uncomfortable and miserable, as if a dead body had just been carried out.


    Sitting straight up in his chair, Ilia looked at the square stove, with the plaster peeling off, and distressing thoughts attacked him one after the other.


    “What if I were to go and confess?” entered his head suddenly.


    But he instantly pushed the thought angrily from him.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XX


    
      
    


    THAT same evening Ilia was obliged to leave Petruha Filimonoffs house for good. It happened thus. When he came back from town, his uncle, very much upset, met him in the yard, led him aside behind a heap of wood, and said, —


    “Well, Ilusha, you must go away. Just listen to what’s happened.”


    The hunchback shut his eyes in terror, and, swinging his arms upwards, slapped his sides.


    “Yashka got dead tipsy and hit straight into his father’s eyes, calling him— ‘thief!’ and other ugly names: ‘shameless libertine,”pitiless fellow!’ — in a word, he lost all control over himself and just roared! And Petruha gave him a blow on the mouth; and then caught hold of him by the hair and began stamping upon him with his feet; he beat him till he was covered with blood! Yashka is lying down now and groaning and crying! Then Petruka pitched into me. ‘Drive away Ilia,’ says he, ‘for it is Ilia,’ says he, ‘who has set Yashka against me.’ And he roared dreadfully! So just take care.”


    Ilia took the strap off his neck, and, giving his case to his uncle, said, —


    “Take hold of it!”


    “Wait a bit! Where are you off to? He’ll give it you.”


    Ilia’s hands trembled with pity for Jacob and wrath against his father.


    “Take it, I say,” said he, with set teeth, and went to the eating-house. He clenched his teeth so tightly that his cheek bones and jaws began to ache, and his head suddenly grew dizzy. Through the dizziness he heard his uncle crying out something about the police, and ruin, and prison, but went on, feeling as if he were going downhill.


    In the eating-house behind the bar stood Petruha, talking and smiling with some ragamuffin. The light of the lamp fell on the bald place on his head, and his face seemed to shine with a contented smile.


    “Ah, merchant!” cried he, mockingly, seeing Ilia, and his brows twitched angrily, “it’s you whom I want.” He was standing in the door which led to his rooms, screening it with his body.


    Ilia, firm and stern, came up close to him and said loudly, —


    “Move aside!”


    “W-what?” drawled Petruha.


    “Let me pass to Jacob.”


    “I’ll give you a Jacob.”


    But here Ilia, quite unexpectedly even to himself, silently swung out his arm and gave Petruha a blow on the cheek with all his might. The waiters came running from all sides, and someone cried out, —


    “Hold him! Beat him!”


    There was a commotion among all the people present, as if boiling water had been poured on to them, but Ilia sprang across Petruha, passed through the door and drew the bolt after him.


    In the little room, crammed with cases of wine and boxes, an iron lamp burnt fitfully. The glass was black with smoke. In the half light and confusion Ilia could not find his friend all at once. Jacob was lying on the floor, his head was in shadow and his face seemed to be black and terrible. Ilia took the lamp in his hand and sat down on his heels, letting the light fall on the beaten man. Bruises and scratches covered Jacob’s face like a hideous dark mask, his eyes were swollen, he was breathing heavily, and, apparently, could not see, for he asked, with a groan, —


    “Who’s there?”


    “I,” said Luneff in a low voice, getting up.


    “Give me something to drink.”


    Ilia looked round. They were forcing the door, and someone was crying out, —


    “Go round to the back entrance.”


    “The police. Run for the police-sergeant.”


    Petruha’s shrill voice, like a howl, rose above the din.


    “Everybody saw. I did not touch him, a-a-a.”


    Ilia laughed viciously. He was glad Petruha was hurt, and going up to the door, he calmly began to confer with those who were laying siege to it.


    “Hullo, you! Stop roaring. If I pitched into his snout once, he won’t die of it, and I shall be brought before the magistrate. So you need not meddle with what does not concern you. Don’t press against the door so, I’ll open it in a minute.”


    He opened the door and stood in it, as if in a frame, clenching his fists hard and ready for anything. The people stepped back, awed by his tall, strong figure and the readiness to fight which was clearly painted on his face. But Petruha began pushing everyone aside, howling out, —


    “Aha! you rascal! I’ll give—”


    “Lead him away and just look in here, if you please!” said Ilia to the people, stepping aside. “Just see how he has mutilated this man.”


    Several of the guests, scowling at Ilia, entered the room and bent over Jacob. One of them in terror and amazement said, —


    “Well, he has ironed him out!”


    “That’s called polishing up with a will!” added a second.


    “Bring some water and call the police!” said Ilia. The public was on his side; he saw and felt that, and spoke in a loud, sharp voice, —


    “You all know Petruha Filimonoff, you all know he’s the biggest villain in the whole street. But who can say a word against his son? Well, here is the son: he is lying crippled, perhaps for life, and his father won’t get anything for it. I gave Petruha only one blow and I shall be punished. Is that right? Will that be just? It’s always the same. One person has full liberty to do what he likes, and another mustn’t even twitch his brow.”


    Some of the people sighed feelingly, while the rest were silent. Ilia wanted to say something more, but Petruha burst into the room, and, crying out in a shrill voice, began driving everyone out of it.


    “Go away, go away! This is my business, he is my son! I’m his father! Go! I’m not afraid of the police. And I don’t need any trial. I don’t need it. I shall make you smart, my fine fellow, without any trial. Be off!”


    Ilia was giving Jacob some water, kneeling beside him, and, with a great pity in his heart, looked at his friend’s bleeding, swollen lips and his mutilated face. Jacob swallowed the water and spoke in a whisper, —


    “He has knocked all my teeth out — it’s painful to breathe — take me away, Ilusha, dear! Take me away!”


    Tears trickled over the swellings round his eyes.


    “He must be taken to the hospital,” said Ilia, sternly, turning to Petruha.


    The barman looked at his son and muttered something hastily and indistinctly. One of his eyes was wide open, while the other was almost quite closed by a swelling, caused by Ilia’s blow, like Jacob’s.


    “Do you hear?” cried Ilia.


    “Don’t roar!” said Petruha, quietly and peaceably all of a sudden. “He can’t be taken to a hospital, everyone will know. You’ve made a mess of it as it is. I’m member of the town council. It won’t do for me.”


    “You scoundrel!” said Ilia, and spat scornfully on Filimonoff’s feet. “I tell you — send him to the hospital! If you don’t, I’ll make a still greater scandal.”


    “Well, well, well! Don’t be angry — I expect he’s shamming.”


    Ilia jumped to his feet; but Filimonoff sprang towards the door and cried, —


    “Ivan! call an isvoschik — fifteen copecks to the hospital. Jacob, dress! You needn’t sham, it was not a stranger who beat you, but your own father. Yes, I was pounded in my time a bit worse than that — oho! how I was pounded!”


    “Thank you,” gasped Jacob to Ilia, almost inaudibly and the tears kept trickling over the swellings and down his swollen and bloody cheeks.


    Behind the bar stood Terence, and his polite, timid voice kept sounding in Ilia’s ears, —


    “Do you wish a three copecks’ or five copecks’ worth? Here you are — for five. Some caviare? The caviare is all out. Take some herring.”


    When Luneff had taken Jacob to the hospital, he saw the impossibility of returning to Filimonoffs house and went to Olimpiada for the night. He felt as if he were filled with cold mire and a sharp pain seemed to eat into his heart and weaken it. He was oppressed by a feeling of great wretchedness, his thoughts were confused, he walked along tired out, and only one thing was clear to him: that it was impossible to live like this. His dream of a small shop and of a clean, lonely life flashed up again with renewed force.


    The next day he found himself a lodging — a small room next to the kitchen. It was let by a young lady in a red blouse; she had a pink face with a sharp little bird-like nose and a tiny mouth; dark curls waved prettily above her narrow forehead, and she was always pushing them up with a quick movement of her little thin hand.


    “Five roubles for such a nice room is not dear,” she said briskly, and smiled, seeing that her dark lively eyes were disconcerting the broad-shouldered young man. Ilia looked at the walls of his future abode and wondered who this young lady could be.


    “You see — the wall-paper is quite new — the window opens into the garden — what more can you wish for? In the morning I will make the samovar boil — and you can carry it into your room yourself.”


    “Are you the housemaid?” asked Ilia, full of curiosity.


    The young lady stopped smiling, knitted her brows, drew herself up, and said with importance, —


    “I am not the housemaid, but the landlady of these lodgings, and my husband—”


    “But are you married?” exclaimed Ilia in astonishment, and glanced at his landlady’s spare, well-shaped figure incredulously. This time she did not get angry, but laughed loudly and merrily.


    “How funny you are! First you call me a house maid and then you do not believe that I am married.”


    “But how can I believe it, if you look quite like a girl?” said Luneff, smiling too.


    “I tell you, I have been married three years and my husband is commissary of police.”


    Ilia looked into her face and laughed softly — why, he hardly knew.


    “What a queer fellow!” exclaimed the woman, shrugging her shoulders and observing him with curiosity. “Well, do you take the room?”


    “Yes, that’s done with! Do you desire me to give you any money down?”


    “Of course! Give me a rouble at least.”


    “I’ll move in in about two or three hours.”


    “Very well. I’m glad to have such a lodger — you seem to be merry.”


    “Not very,” said Luneff, smiling.


    He went into the street still smiling with a feeling of pleasure. He liked the room with its light blue wallpaper, and the small, brisk woman; but somehow he was especially pleased to live in the house of a commissary of police. He saw something comical and provoking, and, perhaps, even dangerous for him in it. He wanted to see Jacob, he hailed an isvoschik to take him to the hospital, got into the drosky, and, laughing inwardly, began wondering what he was to do with the money, and where he could hide it.


    When Luneff arrived at the hospital, he was told that Jacob had just had a bath and was now sound asleep. Ilia stopped in the corridor, near the window, not knowing what to do: whether to go away, or wait till his friend was awake? Invalids, in yellow dressinggowns, walked past him, one after the other, tapping softly with their slippers and glancing at him with dull eyes. They were talking to each other quietly and the hum of their low voices mingled with distant groans. The echo, magnifying every sound, carried them down the long corridor. I seemed as if some sad and invisible person were flying slowly about in the stuffy air of the hospital and sighing piteously. Ilia felt a desire to get away from these yellow walls; but suddenly one of the invalids stepped up to him, and, putting out his hand, said quietly, —


    “Good-morning!”


    Luneff lifted his eyes and stepped backwards in astonishment.


    “Paul! Lord Jesus! You here too?”


    “And who else?” asked Paul, quickly.


    His face was grey and he blinked his eyes in an agitated and troubled way.


    “Jacob — his father has beaten him. How came you here? Have you been here a long time?”


    And with pity in his voice he went on, —


    “Eh! brother! How changed you are!”


    Paul sighed, his lips quivered and his eyes grew dim. He bent his head as if he were guilty, and repeated in a hoarse voice, —


    “Changed — yes!”


    “What’s the matter with you?” asked Luneff, with interest, in a troubled voice.


    “Well — what? As if you don’t know?”


    Paul glanced at Ilia’s face and bent his head again. “Have you caught the infection?” asked Luneff in a whisper.


    “Well, of course.”


    “Is it possible you caught it from Vera?”


    “And from whom else?” answered Paul, gloomily. Ilia shook his head, and, after a silence, said viciously, with conviction, —


    “I’ll catch it too, one of these days. For sure.”


    Paul laughed painfully, stepped up to Ilia, and, looking confidingly into his eyes, said, —


    “I thought you’d scorn me now. I was wandering about and suddenly saw you — I felt ashamed, turned away and went past.”


    “How clever!” said Luneff, reproachfully.


    “How was I to know how you would look at it? One must own — it’s a vile illness. Eh, brother? I’ve been here two weeks. It’s so dull, such a torment!


    Walking and lying one is always thinking of the same. Especially at night — it seems as if you were being broiled on hot coals. The time seems as long as a hair in your mouth. And you feel as if you were being sucked down into a bog, and you’re all alone and there is nobody to call for help.”


    Paul spoke almost in a whisper, and his whole face quivered, while his hands crumpled the collar of his dressing-gown convulsively. Shaking his head, he said in a half whisper, —


    “If Fate does not fancy a fellow and begins to make sport of him — it’s like the blows of a hammer on your heart.”


    “And where is Vera?” asked Ilia, thoughtfully.


    “The devil only knows,” said Gratchoff, with a bitter smile.


    “Doesn’t she come to see you?”


    “She came once. I drove her away. I can’t bear to see her, the infamous wretch!” whispered Paul, savagely.


    Ilia looked at his distorted face reproachfully and said, —


    “Well, it’s nonsense what you are saying. If you want justice done you, you must be just yourself. In what is she to blame? Just think.”


    “And whom else can I blame?” exclaimed Paul, hotly, in a low voice. “Whom? tell me. The whole night long I ask myself: why is my life spoilt? Because I loved Vera? — yes. She was all to me — mother, sister, wife, friend, my love couldn’t be expressed even if it were written in the sky with stars, let alone in words!”


    Paul’s eyes had grown red and two big tears rolled heavily down. He wiped them away with the sleeve of his dressing-gown and continued more quietly, —


    “She was like a stone that lay in my path, and I stumbled over her.”


    “What you say is unjust,” said Luneff, feeling more sorry for Vera than for Paul. “Where is your path? You have no path, these are all empty words. You drank the mead and praised it; ‘it’s strong,’ you said; then you had too much and put the blame on it; ‘it makes me tipsy,’ say you. And how is it for her? She caught it from somebody else too!”


    “And she too, and she too!” said Paul, and then asked in a broken voice, —


    “Do you think I am not sorry for her?”


    “Aha! That’s better.”


    “I feel a spite against her, against whom else can I have anything? I drove her away. And when she went, and began to cry, she cried so softly and bitterly — my heart bled for her. I could have cried myself, but I felt as if my heart were full of bricks instead of tears. And I began to meditate over it all. Heigho, Ilia! There is no proper life for us.”


    “No!” said Luneff, slowly, and smiling strangely. “It is all beyond me. It seems as if some power is crushing everybody. Jacob can’t live in peace because of his father, Masha is thrust into marriage with an old devil, you here.”


    He suddenly began to laugh softly, and said, lowering his voice, —


    “I’m the only one of you all who is in luck! Really I have only to think of a thing — and it’s done!”


    “Is it possible?” asked Paul, incredulously and curiously.


    “Take my word for it! Fortune is on my side. It beckons me on further and further.”


    “You are speaking in a nasty way,” said Paul, looking at him furtively. “Are you jeering at yourself?”


    “No, someone else is, though!” said Ilia, knitting his brows gloomily. “He’s jeering at us all. Do you know I could tell you a lot? I look into life and see — there is no justice.”


    “I see the same!” exclaimed Paul quietly, but with his whole soul. “Here, let’s go into that corner, over there.” And they went down the corridor side by side, looking into each other’s eyes. Red spots burnt on Paul’s cheeks and his eyes were sparkling with vivacity and daring, as they used to before he got ill.


    “And I see that the likes of us are robbed of everything,” he was saying in Ilia’s ear. “Whatever we reach for is denied us,”


    “That’s it!”


    “Nothing is for us! I’ll take an example: I love a girl. She’s like a wife to me though we are not married.


    I need the whole of her! Every man needs the whole of a woman! But I can’t have her for myself all alone! and she the same. The whole of me is necessary to her too. How’s that? Ah! I’m poor? All right! But do I work or not? I have worked hard my whole life long, since I was ten years old! Let me live in return.”


    “While Petruha Filimonoff lives easily without working at all and can have everything he desires and do everything he likes — why?” completing his friend’s idea, said Ilia, showing his teeth spitefully.


    “The doctor shouts at me as if I were a convict: what have I done?” continued Gratchoff. “He is learned, he ought to behave honourably towards everyone. Am I a human being or not? That’s the question. I drove Vera away, but I’m no fool, I know she is not to blame.”


    “It is not the stick that beats, but the one who holds it.”


    They had stopped in a semi-dark corner of the corridor, near a window, the panes of which were painted yellow, and, pressing close against the wall, they began speaking hotly, catching each other’s thoughts in midair. From a distance a protracted groan reached them. The monotonous sound of the groan was like the sound of a deep chord, which is being touched at regular intervals, and vibrates languidly, giving forth a hopeless sound, as if it knew that there was no warm heart capable of understanding and soothing its painful vibrations and wailings. Paul was burning with the consciousness of the injury that had been dealt out to him by life’s heavy hand; he vibrated, too, like a chord, from excitement, and whispered to his friend hastily and disconnectedly all his complaints and conjectures; and Ilia felt as if Paul’s words were striking sparks out of his heart, and had set fire to the dark and contradictory element that existed in his breast and was constantly distressing him, and it was now on fire and ready to disappear. He felt that in place of his painful and angry perplexity about life, something else had blazed up which was going to light up the darkness of his soul, relieve it and quiet it for ever.


    “Why are you sinless if you have enough to eat; and if you’re educated you’re always in the right?” whispered Paul, standing in front of Ilia, heart to heart. And he looked round, as if he felt the proximity of the unknown enemy who had spoiled his life. “Well, let us say — I am hungry and I’m ignorant; but I have a soul, haven’t I? Or, perhaps, a hungry person has no soul? I see there is no real life for me — my life is clipped, all my desires are cut off and walls stand up on all sides. Why?”


    “No one can answer that!” exclaimed Ilia, sternly. “And there is no one to ask. Who will understand us? We are strangers to everyone.”


    “Yes. It’s true. Whom have we to talk to?”


    And waving his hand, Paul was silent. Luneff looked thoughtfully along the corridor and sighed heavily. When they were silent, the groan was heard more distinctly. Big and strong must have been the chest from which that groan issued, and great must have been its pain.


    “Is Olimpiada still with you?” asked Paul of Luneff. “Yes. I still live with her,” answered Ilia.


    “Do you know,” continued he, smiling strangely and lowering his voice, “Jacob has read till he has begun to doubt the existence of God?”


    Paul glanced at him and asked vaguely, —


    “Is it possible?”


    “Yes. He’s found such a book. What is your opinion about it?”


    “I, you see,” said Paul quietly and thoughtfully, “I somehow have not thought about it. I don’t go to church.”


    “But I — do think. I think a great deal. And I can’t understand how God stands it.”


    And again they entered into a disjointed and hurried conversation. They were so engrossed that they talked until the servitor came up and asked Luneff severely, —


    “Why are you hiding here, eh?”


    “I’m not hiding,” said Ilia.


    “Don’t you see that all the visitors have gone?”


    “No, I did not see. Good-bye, Paul. Go and see Jacob.”


    “Well, well. Be off!” cried the servitor.


    “Come again soon, for the love of Christ!” said Gratchoff.


    “I have told you to go,” persisted the servitor. Then he followed Ilia, grumbling, —


    “Ragged vagabonds, hiding in corners.”


    Luneff went slower, and when the servitor caught him up, he said coolly and savagely, —


    “Don’t growl, you wretched soldier, or else I’ll say to you, ‘Quiet, dog!’”


    The servitor stopped suddenly, and Luneff went forward quickly, experiencing a keen pleasure from the consciousness of having snubbed a fellow-being.


    In the street he began thinking over the fate of his friends. Paul had vagabondised, been in prison and done all sorts of hard work from childhood. What cold and hunger and blows had he endured? And now — he had got into a hospital. Masha would scarcely ever know what a happy life was like. And Jacob too. How could Jacob stand up for himself?


    Luneff saw that of all four his life was the best; but this knowledge did not arouse any feeling of pleasure in him. He only smiled and looked round suspiciously.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXI


    
      
    


    IN his new lodgings he began an easy life and was greatly interested in the landlord and his wife. The landlady was called Tatiana Vlacievna. She was as merry as a bird, and liked to talk; she told Luneff in detail the whole story of her life a few days after he had settled down in the blue room.


    In the morning, while Ilia drank his tea in his room, she flitted about the kitchen with an apron on and her sleeves pushed up to her elbows; peeping merrily in at his door, she spoke with animation.


    “My husband and I are not rich, but we are educated and belong to a cultured class. I went to a preparatory gymnasium and he was in a military school, though he did not finish the course. But we want to be rich and shall be. We have no children and they are the greatest expense. I cook myself, go to market myself, while for the dirty work I hire a girl for a rouble and a half a month, on the condition that she lives at home. Do you know how much I save in this way?” She stopped in the door, and, shaking her curls, counted out on her fingers.


    “A cook gets three roubles in wages, and then she must be fed — seven — ten! She is sure to steal three roubles a month — thirteen! Her room I let to you — eighteen! That is how much a cook costs! Then I buy everything in large quantities: butter — twenty pounds at a time, flour — a whole sack, sugar — a whole loaf, and so on. On all this I gain about twelve or thirteen roubles! If I served anywhere in the police or telegraph-office — I would be working to keep my cook, while now I do not cost my husband anything and am proud of it! That is the way one ought to live, young man! Learn from me.” She looked into Ilia’s face slyly with her lively eyes, and he smiled at her in a disconcerted way. He liked her and she aroused in him a feeling of respect. When he woke up in the morning, she was already bustling about she kitchen together with the silent half-grown and pock-marked girl, who looked at her and everything else around her with colourless eyes. In the evening, when he came home, she opened the door to him with a smile and was always clean and tidy and scented with something fragrant. If her husband was at home, he played on the guitar and she sang in a ringing voice, or else they sat down and played at cards, “fools,” for kisses. Ilia could hear everything from his room, the prattle of the strings, sometimes merry and sometimes pathetic, the sound of the cards and kisses. Their lodgings consisted of two rooms — of their bedroom and of another next to Ilia’s, which served as a dining-room and parlour, and in it they passed the evening. Every morning this room was filled with the ringing sound of birds’ voices — a tomtit chirped away, a greenfinch and a goldfinch sang at the top of their voice, outbidding each other, as if they were competing; a bullfinch squeaked and muttered in an important senile manner, and sometimes the soft, pensive song of a linnet mingled with the louder sounds.


    Tatiana Vlacievna’s husband, Kirik Nikodimich Avtonomoff, was a man of about twenty-six years of age; he was stout and tall, with a big nose and black teeth. His good-natured face was covered with pimples and his colourless eyes wore an expression of imperturbable repose. His light hair, cut short, stood on end like a brush, and his somewhat heavy figure had an awkward and comical air. He walked with a heavy tread, and the very first time he saw Ilia, he asked, —


    “Do you like singing birds?”


    “Yes.”


    “Do you catch them?”


    “No,” answered Ilia, looking with surprise at the commissary of police. The latter wrinkled up his nose, pondered for a minute, and asked again, —


    “Have you never caught them?”


    “No.”


    “Never?”


    “Never.”


    At this Kirik Avtonomoff smiled condescendingly and said, —


    “That means you do not love birds, if you never catch them. But I love them and catch them and was even expelled from the military school for that. And I would catch them now too, but I do not wish to lower myself in the eyes of my superiors. For, although the love for singing birds is a noble passion, still, catching them is an amusement unworthy of a sedate person. If I were in your place, I should certainly catch goldfinches. They are jolly little birds. ‘God’s little bird’ is expressly said of the goldfinch.”


    Avtonomoff spoke, looking into Ilia’s face in a dreamy way, while Ilia listened to him and felt uncomfortable. It seemed to him that the commissary of police was speaking of bird-catching figuratively and was hinting at something else. Ilia’s heart contracted, and he pricked up his ears. But Avtonomoffs colourless eyes calmed him; he decided suddenly that the commissary was not in the least cunning, but quite a simpleton. He smiled politely and was silent in answer to Kirik’s words. The latter was, apparently, gratified by his lodger’s modest silence and serious face, for he smiled and began speaking again, —


    “Come some evening and have tea with us. We are simple folk, come without any ceremony, we will have a game of cards—’ fools.’ We very rarely see anybody. It is very agreeable to receive company, but one must treat one’s guests to something and that is disagreeable, for it costs money.”


    The more Ilia saw of his landlord’s happy life, the more he liked them. Everything was clean and sound, everything was done quietly and peacefully, and they both, apparently, loved each other. The brisk little woman resembled a merry tomtit, and her husband an awkward bullfinch, and their lodgings were as snug as a nest. Sitting in his room of an evening, Luneff listened to them talking, and thought, —


    “This is how one ought to live.”


    And sighing enviously, he hoped for the time when he would be able to open his shop and have a small, clean room; he would keep birds and live all alone, quietly, smoothly and peacefully, as if he were in a slumber. Behind the wall Tatiana Vlacievna was telling her husband what she had bought, how much she had spent and how much she had spared, while her husband laughed with a gurgling sound and praised her.


    “Oh! you clever girl! My dearest little birdy. Here, let me kiss you.”


    Then he would begin telling his wife about all the events in the town, of the official reports he had drawn, what the policemaster or some other chief had said to him. They spoke of the possibility of a promotion shortly, and discussed the question of its being necessary in that case to change their lodgings. Ilia would lie and listen to them until suddenly he would be seized with a curious feeling of distress. He would feel suffocated and oppressed in his blue room, looked round anxiously, as if he were trying to find the cause of his distress, and, feeling that he could not bear this heaviness in his heart any longer, would go to Olimpiada or walk about the streets for a long time.


    Olimpiada became more and more exacting and jealous, and he quarrelled with her constantly. She had grown pale, her eyes were sunken and dark, her arms had grown thinner — and Ilia did not like it; but he was still more displeased by the fact that she had lately begun to speak of conscience, of God, and her desire to enter a monastery. He did not believe in the sincerity of her words, for he knew she could not exist without men, that she could not vanquish her indomitable thirst for a man’s caresses.


    “Don’t pray for me in case of anything,” said he one day, smiling sarcastically. “I’ll see to my sins myself.”


    She looked at him with fear and sadness.


    “Take care, Ilia, one ought not to joke thus.”


    “And I’m of the same opinion.”


    “You don’t believe me? Wait a bit — you’ll believe.”


    “No, why? I believe — some people are capable of entering a monastery out of spite. And they do it too.”


    Olimpiada got angry with him and they came to strong words.


    “You wretched proud creature!” cried the woman, with flashing eyes. “Wait a bit! you can draw yourself up in your pride as much as you like — but you’ll have to bend in the end. And you’ll bend down to the earth! And what are you so proud of? Your beauty or your youth? All will pass, all. And then you’ll crawl on the ground like a snake and try to obtain a caress, and you’ll beg for it: have pity on me, you’ll say. But nobody will pity you.”


    She reproached him, and her eyes grew so bloodshot that it seemed as if blood would start out of them instead of tears. When they quarrelled she never alluded to the murder of Poluektoff, but in her good moments she kept persuading Ilia to forget about it. Luneff wondered at her forbearance, and one day, after a quarrel, asked her, —


    “Lipa! why don’t you ever say a word about the old man when you’re in a rage?”


    She answered without hesitating, —


    “Because it is not my business nor yours either. If you are not found out, it means he only got his deserts; in which case you were the hand, but not the power. There was no necessity for you to strangle him — you say so yourself. Consequently, you were only the means of his punishment.”


    Ilia laughed incredulously.


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


    “Nothing. I was only thinking that if a man isn’t a fool, he must be a rascal — ha, ha, ha! He can justify anything — if only it is necessary to him. And he can condemn anything.”


    “I can’t understand you,” said Olimpiada, shaking her head.


    “What can’t you understand?” asked Ilia, sighing and shrugging his shoulders. “It’s simple; I mean this: put before me something in life that will always remain the same; find me something that the very cleverest man, with all his cunning, could not justify nor condemn — that would stand firm. Find me such a thing! You can’t. There’s no such object in the whole world. Everything is many-coloured. And the human soul is many-coloured too — yes!”


    “I don’t understand,” said the woman, after a silence. “But I understand that in this lies the knot — and this is what crushes us.”


    One day after a quarrel with Olimpiada, Ilia, who had not been to see her for four days, received a letter from her. She wrote: —


    “Well, good-bye, dear Ilusha, for ever; we shall never meet again. Don’t try to find me — you won’t be able to. By the first steamer which starts I shall leave this cursed town, in which I have broken my heart, for ever. I shall go away never to return — so don’t imagine it and don’t wait. For all the good in you — I thank you with all my heart, and the bad — I shall not remember. Another thing I must tell you in all truthfulness; I am not going just anywhere, but, simply, I have become intimate with young Ananine, who has been pressing me hard for a long time, and said that I would be the author of his ruin if I did not consent to live with him. And so I consented; it’s all the same. We will go to the seashore, to a village where Ananine has a fishing station. He is very simple and even offered to marry me, the fool! Good-bye! It seems to me as if I had seen you in a dream, and I woke up — and there was nothing. Forgive me too. If you knew how my heart aches! Kisses to you, my only one. Don’t worry yourself: we are all miserable. Your Lipa has become subdued now, and feels as if she were putting her neck under the butt-end of a gun, so greatly does her bleeding heart ache.


    “OLIMPIADA SHLIKOFF.


    “I have sent you a parcel by post — a ring as a keepsake. Please wear it. — OL. SH.”


    Ilia read the letter and bit his lips till they hurt.


    Then he read it a second time. Each time the letter pleased him more — it was bitter but flattering to read the simple words, written in large, uneven letters. Ilia had never thought before of the seriousness of this woman’s love, but now it seemed to him that she loved him deeply and strongly, and, reading her letter over, again he experienced a feeling of pride and pleasure. But this feeling of pleasure was gradually replaced by the consciousness of the loss of a dear friend, and Ilia began wondering sadly: where and to whom would he now go when he felt dull. The woman seemed to stand before him, he remembered her frantic caresses and her witty discourses and jokes, and a feeling of acute regret grew deep within him. Standing in front of the window with knitted brows, he looked into the garden, where the elder bushes rustled softly in the twilight and the branches of a birch tree, thin as strings, rocked in the air. Behind the wall the strings of a guitar rang sadly and Tatiana Vlacievna sang in a high voice: —


    


    “Let him who wishes, search


    For precious amber.”


    


    Ilia held the letter in his hand and thought, —


    “She told me she had a will of her own, and that I had given her happiness — but yet — she has gone. Apparently the happiness was not so great.” He felt guilty before Olimpiada, and sadness and pity pressed heavily on his breast and choked him.


    


    “But get me just my ring


    From the bottom of the seas,”


    sounded behind the wall. Then the commissary of police laughed in a husky voice and the singer rushed into the kitchen, laughing loudly too. In the kitchen she stopped all at once; Ilia felt her presence somewhere near him, but did not want to turn round and look at her, although he knew that his door was open. He was listening to his thoughts and stood motionless, feeling a loneliness enveloping him. The trees outside the window kept on rocking to and fro, and Luneff felt as if he were torn from the earth and floating away in the cold twilight.


    “Ilia Yakovlich! Will you have tea?” called out his landlady.


    “No.”


    Outside the window the mighty peal of the church bell sounded; the deep sound reached the window-panes softly but strongly, and they shook almost imperceptibly. Ilia crossed himself, remembered that he had not been to church for a long time, and was glad of the excuse to leave the house.


    “I shall go to evening service,” said he, turning to the door. The landlady was standing in the door, holding on to the posts with her hands, and was looking at him with undisguised curiosity. Ilia felt disconcerted by her fixed gaze, and said, as if he were excusing himself, —


    “I have not been to church for a long time.”


    “Ah! all right! I’ll get the samovar ready for nine o’clock.”


    On his way to the church Luneff thought of young Ananine. He knew him: he was a rich merchant, the junior partner of the fishing firm, “Ananine & Brothers”; he was a fair, slight young man with a pale face and blue eyes. He had appeared in the town a short time before and had led a dissipated life from the first.


    “That’s how men live, like hawks,” thought Ilia, bitterly. “He has only just got his feathers — and clutches a dove at once.”


    He entered the church angry and put out by his thoughts and went into a dark corner, where a ladder, used for lighting the church chandelier, stood.


    “Lord, have mercy on us,” was being sung in the left choir. A boy who did not know how to harmonise his voice with the hoarse, hollow voice of the chanter was singing in a disagreeable shout, which went through Ilia’s head like a gimlet.


    The bad singing made him still angrier and he felt a desire to box the boy’s ears. It was hot in his corner from the heated stove and there was a smell of burnt rag. An old woman in a cloak came up to Ilia, looked into his face, and said in a snappish way, —


    “You are not in your right place, young gentleman.”


    Ilia looked at the collar of her rich cloak, trimmed with martin tails, and silently moved to one side, saying to himself, —


    “Merchants seem to have a special place in church too.”


    It was the first time he had entered a church since the murder of Poluektoff, and, remembering this, he shuddered. Thinking of his sin, he forgot all else; he felt no terror, but was only sad and wretched.


    “Lord, be merciful unto me,” he whispered, crossing himself. The choir responded loudly and harmoniously. The voices of the treble articulated the words of the psalm distinctly and floated round the dome with clear, sweet sounds as of little bells; the tenors quivered like a sonorous, spread chord, and on this background of deep, rich sound, which flowed forth like a stream, the treble voices quivered like the reflection of the sun in a clear brook. The deep notes of the bass resounded solemnly in the air, upholding the children’s singing; at times the beautiful and loud note of a tenor rose above them all, and then the children’s voices shone out again brightly, rising up to the twilight of the dome, where the Almighty looked down in His white robes, pensive and sad, with His hands outstretched majestically over all the people assembled in prayer.” The waves of sound and clouds of incense rose up to Him and surrounded Him, while He seemed to move easily amidst it all, ascending into the heights. Suddenly the voices of the choir melted together into one bright mass of sound, which resembled a cloud at sunset, when it is pink and ruby-coloured and purple, and glowing in the rays of the sun with all the magnificence of its colours, melts with the bliss of its own beauty.


    When the singing had died away, Ilia heaved a deep sigh of relief. He was happy: he did not feel any fear, nor repentance, nor the irritation that he experienced when he entered the church, and somehow his thoughts would not dwell on his sin. The singing seemed to have lightened his soul of its burden and purified it. Feeling so unexpectedly happy, he was sorely perplexed, and did not believe in his feeling, but tried to find a sentiment of repentance in it and could not.


    What if his landlady were to enter his room out of curiosity, begin rummaging about and find the money?


    Ilia tore himself away from his place, left the church, and, hailing an isvoschik, drove home. All the way home this thought kept growing, working him up to a state of frenzy.


    “If she finds it — well, what does it matter? They won’t inform against me, but simply steal it themselves.”


    But the thought that they would not inform against him, but just steal the money, excited him still more. He felt that if this were to happen, he would go instantly to the police-office, in this same isvoschik, and confess that he had killed Poluektoff. No, he did not want to be harassed any more and live in dirt and trouble, while others lived at peace, snugly and in cleanliness, on the money that he had paid for by such a great sin. This thought aroused a cold frenzy in him. Driving up to the house, he pulled the bell violently, and, setting his teeth and clenching his fists, waited for the door to be opened. The door was opened by Tatiana Vlacievna.


    “Oh! how loud you did ring! What’s the matter with you?” cried she, with fear, glancing at him.


    He pushed her aside in silence and went into his room, but at the first glance round saw that all his fears were in vain. The money was hidden behind the top casing of the window and he had stuck a small bit of down to the casing lightly, so that, if anyone had touched the money, the bit of down must have come off. But he could see distinctly on the brown casing a small white spot.


    “Are you ill?” asked the landlady, anxiously, appearing in the door.


    “Yes, I don’t feel well. You must excuse me, I pushed you.”


    “That is nothing. Stop — how much do you owe the isvoschik?”


    “Oh, anything. Please have the goodness to pay him.”


    She ran away, and Ilia jumped instantly on to a chair, seized the money from behind the casing, saw by the touch of it that it was all there, and, thrusting it into his pocket, heaved a sigh of relief. He felt ashamed of his alarm. The bit of down seemed silly and funny to him, like all the rest of it.


    “A diabolical suggestion,” he said to himself, laughing inwardly. Tatiana Vlacievna appeared in the door.


    “I gave the isvoschik twenty copecks,” she said hurriedly. “What happened to you — a faintness?”


    “Yes — you know — I was standing in the church, suddenly this—”


    “Lie down,” said the woman, coming into the room. “Lie down, do not mind me. And I will stay with you a little. I am alone — my husband is on duty at the club.”


    Ilia sat down on his bed and she on a chair, the only one in the whole room.


    “I have given you trouble,” said Ilia, smiling confusedly.


    “That is nothing,” answered Tatiana Vlacievna, observing his face without any ceremony. They were silent. Ilia did not know what to say to this woman, while she continued looking at him and began to smile in a strange way.


    “What is it?” asked Ilia, lowering his eyes.


    “Shall I say?” asked she, slyly.


    “Do.”


    “You do not know how to sham — there!”


    Ilia started and looked at the woman anxiously.


    “Yes, you do not know how to. What kind of sick person do you make? You are not ill at all, but simply you received an unpleasant letter. I saw, I saw.”


    “Yes, I got a letter,” said Ilia in a low voice, cautiously.


    Outside the window sounded the rustling of the branches. The woman looked sharply through the window-panes and turned her face again towards Ilia.


    “That is — the wind or a bird. My dear lodger, would you like to listen to me? Although I am a young woman, I am not silly.”


    “Please have the goodness,” said Ilia, looking at her curiously.


    “Listen,” began the landlady, impressively. “Tear that letter to pieces and throw it away. If she has refused you, she has acted like a good little girl, yes. You are too young to marry, you have not enough to keep a wife, and impecunious people should not marry. You are a strong youth, you can work hard and you are handsome — you will always be loved. But for the present beware of falling in love. Work, sell, put money aside, endeavour to obtain enough to enlarge your business, try to open a shop, and then when you have something substantial, marry. You will succeed: you do not drink, you are unassuming and alone in the world.”


    Ilia listened to her with bent head and smiled inwardly. He wanted to laugh aloud merrily.


    “It is no good hanging your head,” continued Tatiana Vlacievna in the tone of an experienced person. “It will pass! Love is a malady easily cured. Before my marriage I fell in love three times so deeply that I was ready to drown myself, and nevertheless it passed! But when I saw that it was time for me to marry in good earnest — I married without any love at all.”


    Ilia lifted his head quickly and looked at the woman.


    “What is the matter? Afterwards I got to love my husband. A woman can sometimes fall in love with her husband too.”


    “What do you mean?” asked Ilia, opening his eyes wide.


    Tatiana Vlacievna laughed merrily.


    “I was joking. But I will say in earnest: one can marry without love and begin to love afterwards.”


    And she chattered away with sparkling eyes. Ilia listened attentively, with great interest, looking at her small, well-shaped figure with respect and wonder. She seemed such a little thing and yet so sound, and true, and clever.


    “One would never be at a loss with such a wife,” thought he.


    It was pleasant to think that an educated woman, a lawful wife and not a kept mistress, clean and slight, a real lady, was sitting with him without giving herself any airs, and even spoke to him, a common man, saying you and not “thou.” This thought aroused a feeling of gratitude towards his landlady, and when she rose to go he jumped to his feet, bowed to her, and said, —


    “Many thanks to you for not disdaining to comfort me with your conversation.”


    “Have I comforted you? You see!” She laughed softly and two red spots appeared on her cheeks and her eyes looked steadfastly into Ilia’s face for several seconds. “Well, good-bye for the present!” said she in a strange way, and went off with the light step of a girl.


    Each day Ilia liked the Avtonomoffs better, and an envy for their peaceful life continued growing in his heart. He did not like the police in general, for he had received much evil at their hands, but Kirik seemed to him a simple working man, kind and of limited capacities. He was the body, while his wife was the soul; he was rarely at home and his presence was of little significance. Tatiana Vlacievna’s attitude towards Ilia grew gradually simpler. She began asking favours of him: to chop wood, bring water, empty the slops, and he did all she asked with pleasure, and, imperceptibly, these small services became a duty. Then the landlady sent the pockmarked girl away, bidding her come only on Saturdays.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXII


    
      
    


    SOMETIMES the Avtonomoffs received company — the assistant of the commissary of police, Korsakoff, a lean man with a long moustache. He wore dark spectacles, smoked thick cigarettes, could not bear isvoschiks, and always spoke of them irritably.


    “Nothing spoils the beauty of the town and causes so much disorder as the isvoschiks,” he would say. “They are such brazen-faced brutes! One can always inspire a pedestrian with respect for order in the street, the police-master need only have the following rule printed: ‘All going down the street must keep on the right side, and all going up the street on the left side,’ and instantly the traffic in the street is under discipline. But there is no bringing an isvoschik to reason by any rules; an isvoschik is — the devil only knows what an isvoschik is!”


    He would talk of isvoschiks the whole evening, and Luneff never heard anything else from him. Then the inspector of an infants’ school, Grisloff, came sometimes; he was a silent man with a black beard. He liked to sing in a bass voice, “How upon the blue, blue waves,” while his wife, a tall, stout woman with big teeth, ate up all Tatiana Vlacievna’s sweetmeats, for which exploit Mrs Avtonomoff always abused her after she had gone.


    “That Felitsata Egorovna does it on purpose to spite me. She always devours everything that is sweet on the table.”


    There was Alexandra Victorovna Travkina with her husband. She was tall and slight, with a big nose and short red hair. She had large eyes and a shrill voice and was constantly blowing her nose with a strange sound, as if she were tearing calico; while her husband always spoke in a whisper — he had a sore throat — but he spoke without stopping for whole hours together, and something rustled in his mouth like dry straw. He was very well off, he served in the excise, and was a member of some charity society; they both constantly spoke of charity.


    “Just imagine, what happens in our Society.”


    “Yes, yes, yes — imagine!” his wife would exclaim.


    “We suddenly get a petition for help.”


    “In my opinion these charity societies only corrupt people.”


    “A woman writes: ‘My husband is dead, I have three children and am without a bit of bread.’”


    “As is always the case, you know.”


    “And is given three roubles.”


    “But I, I do not believe in these widows!” exclaimed Alexandra Victorovna, triumphantly.


    “And my wife says to me: I will go and see what she is.”


    “And what do you think was the result? Firstly, the husband had died five years ago. Secondly, there were only two children.”


    “How do you like that?”


    “And she is a strong woman herself. Then I went at her. ‘Do you wish to be called before the magistrate for fraud, my dear?’ She threw herself at my feet.”


    “Ha, ha, ha!” laughed Kirik Avtonomoff.


    And everyone admired Alexandra Victorovna for her shrewdness and abused the poor, accusing them of lying and of greediness, and of disrespect towards those who wish to do them good.


    Luneff sat in his room and listened attentively to the conversation, trying to understand what they were saying about life and how they looked upon it; and what he heard he could not understand. It seemed that all these people had talked over everything long ago, had decided about everything, knew about everything, and severely condemned everyone who lived differently to them. They talked mostly about scandals in different families, about the church service conducted by the bishop, of the bad behaviour of women and men of their acquaintance. Ilia grew tired of listening to them. Sometimes the landlord invited him to take a cup of tea with them in the evening. At the tea table Tatiana Vlacievna joked merrily, while her husband built castles in the air and thought how good it would be to throw up service, get rich all at once and buy a house.


    “I would breed fowls,” he said, screwing up his eyes with pleasure at the thought. “All kinds: Cochinchina, Brahmaputras, and turkey hens, turkeys and — a peacock. Yes. It’s deuced good to sit near the window in a dressing-gown, smoking a fragrant cigarette, and watch your own peacock strutting about the yard with its tail spread out like a fan. Strutting about like a police-master and grumbling: brlu, brlu, brlu!”


    Tatiana Vlacievna laughed in a low, appreciative way, and, glancing at Ilia, built castles in the air too.


    “And I would go to the Crimea or Caucasus in the summer, and in winter I would hold sittings in a charity society. I would make myself a black cloth dress, as plain as possible, and wear no ornaments except a brooch with a ruby and pearl earrings. I read in the Niva a piece of poetry, in which it was said that the blood and tears of the poor would change to rubies and pearls in the next world.” And, sighing softly, she concluded, —


    “Rubies suit dark people wonderfully.”


    Ilia was silent and smiled. It was warm in the room, and clean, fragrant with good tea, and something else that was good too. The birds, curled up into fluffy balls, slept in the cages, and bright pictures hung on the walls. A small what-not stood in the space between the windows and was covered with pretty medicine boxes, china hens and different coloured Easter eggs made of sugar and glass. All this pleased Ilia and wafted a peaceful and sweet sadness over him.


    But sometimes, especially on days when he was unsuccessful in business, this sadness changed into an irritable and restless feeling. The hens, boxes and eggs irritated him, he felt a desire to go up to them and throw them all on to the floor and stamp them into pieces. This frame of mind astonished and frightened Ilia: he did not understand it, it seemed as if it were not his.


    When it was on him he kept a stubborn silence, fixing his eyes in one direction and afraid of speaking, for fear of offending these good people. But one day, when he was playing cards with Avtonomoff, he could not contain himself, and, looking fixedly into Kirik Avtonomoffs face, asked in a cold voice, —


    “By the way, Kirik Nikodimich, you never found out the man who strangled the merchant in Dvorianski Street?”


    He asked the question and felt a particularly pleasant and burning tickling sensation in his breast.


    “You mean Poluektoff?” said the commissary of police, thoughtfully, looking at his cards. And then repeated instantly? “You mean Poluektoff-f-f-f. No, I have not found out Poluektoff-f-f-f, not found him out, my dear friend. That’s to say, not Poluektoff, but the one — who, I did not try to find him, and did not find him, and I did not want him; but I want to know who has the queen of spades? spades, spades, spades! Tania, you gave me three cards — queen of clubs, queen of diamonds, and — what else?”


    “The seven of diamonds, think quicker.”


    “And so the man has quite disappeared,” said Ilia, smiling insolently. —


    But the commissary did not pay any attention to him, absorbed in thought as to what to play.


    “And so he has quite disappeared,” he repeated. “And they did away with Poluektoff-f-f.”


    “Kiria, stop effing,” said his wife. “Go quicker.”


    “Wait, wait, wait!”


    “He must have been dexterous, the man who killed him!” Ilia would not leave off. The inattention to his words provoked his desire to speak of the murder still more.


    “Dexterous?” drawled the commissary. “No, it is I who am dexterous. There!”


    And, throwing his cards down noisily on the table, he went for Ilia with all five. Ilia could not cover them and was left the “fool.” The couple laughed at him, and this irritated him still more. While dealing the cards, he said stubbornly, —


    “One must have courage to kill a man in the middle of the day in the High Street.”


    “Luck, and not courage,” Tatiana Vlacievna corrected him.


    Ilia looked at her, and her husband laughed softly and asked, —


    “Luck to kill?”


    “Why, yes! I mean — to kill and not be put into prison.”


    “You have given me the ace of diamonds again!” said the commissary.


    “I ought to have had it!” said Ilia, seriously.


    “Kill the merchant, and you will get it!” promised him Tatiana Vlacievna, thinking over her cards.


    “There! kill him and you will get an ace made of cloth, but, for the present, here you have one made of cardboard!” said Kirik, throwing Ilia two nines and the ace, and bursting into a loud laugh.


    Luneff looked at their happy and merry faces again, and his desire to talk about the murder vanished. Living in the close vicinity of these people, divided from a clean and peaceful life only by a thin wall, he experienced attacks of depression more and more often. It filled his breast like a thick, cold moisture and he could not understand from whence it came. Together with it arose thoughts about the inconsistency of life, and about God, Who knows all, but waits patiently and does not chastise. What does He wait for? From sheer dulness Luneff began to read again, his landlady had several volumes of Nivand Jivopisnoe Obosrenie and a few other tattered books. Just as in his childhood he liked only those tales and novels in which a strange, unknown life was described, and not the actual, unjust life which surrounded him. When he came upon stories of real life, of the life of common people, he found them dull and not true. Sometimes they amused him, and sometimes he thought such stories were told by artful people, who wished to adorn and soften the darkness and hardness of actual life. He seemed to know life well and to get to know it better and better. Walking about the streets, he saw something or other every day which put him into a criticising frame of mind; and going to the hospital, he would smile sarcastically and say to Paul, —


    “Fine ways! The other day I saw several carpenters and plasterers walking along the pavement. Suddenly — a policeman cries out, ‘Oh, you devils! ‘ and sent them off the pavement. As much as to say, You can walk where the horses go, else you’ll soil the gentlemen with your dirty clothes. You can build houses for them, but afterwards shrink together and take care to keep aside’ — ha!”


    Paul flared up at this, and heaped wood upon the fire. He languished in the hospital, as if it were a prison; his thoughts gave him no peace and his eyes burned with distress and malignancy. The constant thought about Vera, where and how she was, reduced him to a state of torpor, and he grew thinner, as if he were melting. He did not like Jacob Filimonoff, and in spite of the dulness he could not make friends with him.


    “To the deuce with him! He is half crazy or something,” he said to Ilia in reply to a question about Jacob.


    Jacob, who had two ribs broken, lay in the hospital and was blissfully happy. He had made friends with his neighbour in the next bed, a church warder, whose leg was afflicted with sarcoma and had been cut off. He was stout and short, with an enormous bald head and a long black beard which covered his whole chest. His eyebrows were as shaggy as a moustache and he kept twitching them, while his voice sounded hollow and seemed to come from his stomach. Every time that Luneff came to the hospital, he found Jacob sitting on the warder’s bed. The warder lay silent and twitched his eyebrows, while Jacob read a Bible, that was as snort and stout as the warder himself, in a low voice: —


    “The burden of Moab. Because in the night Ar of Moab is laid waste, and brought to silence; because in the night Kir of Moab is laid waste, and brought to silence!’”


    Jacob’s voice was weak and sounded like the grating of a saw cutting through wood. He read with his hand lifted up, as if he were calling on all the invalids in the ward to listen to Isaiah’s ominous prophecies. His face was still covered with blue bruises from the beating, and his big dreamy eyes in the middle of them gave his face a rather terrible expression. When he saw Ilia he would throw down his book and ask his friend anxiously always the same question, —


    “Have you seen Mashutka?”


    Ilia had not seen her.


    “Lord!” Jacob would say sadly. “Everything has happened just like in a tale. She was there, and suddenly a sorcerer stole her, and she’s no more.”


    “Has your father been?” asked Ilia.


    “Yes, he’s been again.”


    Jacob’s face quivered and his eyes wore a frightened expression.


    “He brought a pound of cringles, tea and sugar. ‘You’ve laid here enough,’ says he, ‘you must get permission to leave.’ I implored the doctor not to let me go from here yet. It’s good here, quiet and unassuming. This is Nikita Egorich, we read together — he has a Bible. He has read it for eight years and knows it all by heart and can explain all the prophecies. When I get well I shall go with Nikita Egorich. I shall go away from my father. I will help Nikita Egorich in the church and sing in the left choir.”


    The warder lifted his eyebrows slowly; under them his enormous dark eyes, deeply sunk in their sockets, moved slowly. They looked into Ilia’s face calmly, without any sparkle, but with a motionless dull stare, and Luneff experienced a wish to turn away from them.


    “What a good book the Bible is,” cried Jacob, gasping with pleasure and forgetting Masha, his father and his dreams. “Just think what’s in it? What words!” His wide-open eyes darted from the page of his book to Ilia’s face and back again, and he quivered all over with excitement.


    “Do you remember what the expounder of the Gospel in the eating-house said? It’s there too. ‘The tabernacles of robbers prosper.’ It’s there, I found it. And things are still worse.”


    Shutting his eyes and lifting his hand, he repeated in a solemn voice: —


    “‘How oft is the candle of the wicked put out, and how oft cometh their destruction upon them? God distributed sorrows in his anger.’ Do you hear? ‘God layeth up his iniquity for his children: he rewardeth him, and he shall know it.”


    “Is it possible that stands there?” asked Ilia, incredulously.


    “Word for word.”


    “To my mind that’s not good, it’s wicked!” said Ilia.


    The warder moved his eyebrows and they hid his eyes. His beard began to move, and he said in a strange, distinct and hollow voice, —


    “The temerity of man, searching for truth, is not a sin, for he acts by inspiration from above.”


    Ilia started. While the warder sighed deeply and continued just as distinctly and slowly, —


    “Truth whispers to man itself — search for me. For God is truth, and it is said, ‘great is the glory to follow the Lord.’”


    The warder’s face, covered all over with thick hair, inspired a timidity and respect in Ilia; there was something impressive and stern in his face.


    The warder’s eyebrows went up, he fixed his gaze on the ceiling, and again the hair on his face moved.


    “Read him, Yasha, the Book of Job, chapter the tenth.”


    Jacob hastily turned over several pages and read quietly in a quivering voice: —


    “‘My soul is weary of my life; I will leave my complaint upon myself; I will speak in the bitterness of my soul. I will say unto God, Do not condemn me; shew me wherefore thou contendest with me. Is it good unto thee that thou shouldest oppress, that thou shouldest despise the work of thine hands.’...”


    Ilia stretched out his neck and looked into the book, blinking his eyes.


    “Don’t you believe?” exclaimed Jacob. “What a queer fellow!”


    “That is not being a queer fellow, but a coward,” answered the warder, calmly, “for he cannot look God in the face.”


    He turned his dull gaze slowly from the ceiling, to Ilia’s face, and continued sternly, as if he wanted to crush him with his words, —


    “There are words still more distressing than those just read. Chapter the twenty-second, verse three, says straight: —


    “‘Is it any pleasure to the Almighty, that thou art righteous? or is it gain to him, that thou makest thy ways perfect?’ And one must meditate a long time so as not to misunderstand these words.”


    “And do you understand them?” asked Luneff, quietly.


    “He?” exclaimed Jacob. “Nikita Egorich understands everything.”


    But the warder lowered his voice still more and said,—” It’s too late for me — I must get to understand death. They’ve cut off my leg, but it’s swelling further up, and the other is swelling — and my chest too — and I shall die soon.”


    His eyes oppressed Ilia, and he continued slowly and calmly, —


    “But I don’t want to die — for my life was a pitiful one, full of wrongs and sorrows; as for joy — I have had none in my whole life. When I was young I worked and lived under my father’s hand, like Jacob. He was a drunkard and a brute. He broke my head three times and once scalded my feet with boiling water. I had no mother; she died at my birth. I married. My wife married me against her will — she did not love me. On the third day after the wedding she hung herself. Yes. I had a brother-in-law. He robbed me; and my sister said that I was the cause of my wife’s death; everybody said so, although they knew I had not touched her, and she spewed her heart out still a girl. After that I lived nine years quite alone. It’s dreadful to live alone! I kept on waiting for happiness to come. And now I’m dying. And that’s all.” He shut his eyes, was silent, and then asked, without looking, —


    “Guess, what did I live for?”


    Ilia grew pale listening to his sad tale, and fear crept into his heart. Jacob’s face had grown dark and tears glistened in his eyes. They were both silent.


    “What did I live for? I ask. I am wronged by the Lord. I don’t ask Him to prolong my life. I do not find the words. I lie here and think — what did I live for?”


    The warder’s voice was spent. It broke off all of a sudden, like a muddy stream that had been running along the ground and suddenly disappeared under it.


    “For to him that is joined to all the living there is nope: for a living dog is better than a dead lion,” said the warder, unable to endure the silence. Again his eyebrows moved and hid his eyes. And his beard moved too. “In the Ecclesiastes it is said also: ‘In the days of prosperity be joyful, but in the day of adversity consider: God also hath set the one over against the other to the end that man should find nothing after him. Eh?”


    Ilia could listen no more. He got up quietly, and, shaking hands with Jacob, bowed low to the warder, in the same way that one bows before the dead. He did it unawares. This time he carried away from the hospital an uneasy feeling in his heart, something new and uncomfortable. His conversation with the warder had not put any definite thoughts into his head, but the man’s sombre figure was deeply engraved on his mind. One more had been added to the number of people wronged by life whom he knew. He remembered the warder’s words well and kept turning them over in his mind, and trying to understand their hidden meaning. They disturbed him and stirred up the very depths of his heart, where he kept his faith in God’s justice. The words remaining incomprehensible to him, awoke the bitter thoughts that always made him turn over and consider all the things he had seen and experienced in life.


    It seemed to him now that his faith in God’s justice had been shaken, and that it was not so strong as it had been before: something had eaten into it, like rust into iron. He felt clearly that this had happened to his soul; the miserable confusion caused by the warder’s complaints, convinced him of this. Two forces seemed to rage in his breast which could not be united, like fire and water; and an anger against his past, and all men, and the whole order of life, started up in him with renewed force. He said to himself angrily, —


    “Thoughts grow in your heart like roots in the earth, but where is the fruit?”


    He wanted to tear out all these feelings and throw them away and begin the organisation of a clean, solitary and peaceful life as quickly as possible.


    “One must stop mixing with people. There’s no profit either for you or for them. And one cannot live like this.” He walked about the streets for a long time and came home tired and gloomy.


    The Avtonomoffs behaved still more kindly to him. Kirik patted him patronisingly on the shoulder, joked, and said in a stately manner, —


    “You occupy yourself with trifles, my fine fellow. Such a quiet, steady lad should live on a bigger scale. For if a man has sufficient capacity to become a commissary of police, he should not serve as a policeman.” Tatiana Vlacievna began questioning Ilia carefully and in detail, as to how his business prospered and how much clear profit he got a month. He always talked to her willingly, and his respect for this woman, who knew how to arrange such a clean and pleasant life on nothing, kept growing in him. One evening when, seized with a fit of dulness, he sat in his room near the open window and looked into the dark garden, thinking of Olimpiada, Tatiana Vlacievna came into the kitchen and called him to tea. He went unwillingly; he was sorry to be diverted from his thoughts, and did not feel inclined to talk. He sat down to the tea table gloomy and silent, but, glancing at the Avtonomoffs, he saw that their faces wore a solemn and preoccupied expression. They were silent too. The samovar hummed pleasantly; a bird, that had awakened, was fluttering about in its cage. There was a smell of onion and eau-de-Cologne. Kirik turned round in his chair, and, rapping the edge of the table with his fingers, began singing, —


    “Tir-rim, tir-rim, tar-ram-ram! Bum, burn, tra-ta-ta! tra-ta-ta!”


    “Ilia Yakovlich!” the woman began impressively, “my husband and I have thought over a bit of business, and wish to talk it over with you in earnest.”


    “Ho, ho, ho!” The commissary suddenly burst out laughing and began rubbing his red hands. Ilia started and looked at him with astonishment.


    “Be quiet, Kirik! It is quite out of place to laugh.”


    “We have thought it over!” exclaimed the commissary, with a broad smile, and winking at Ilia, added, —


    “What an ingenious pate!


    “We have put aside a small sum of money, Ilia Yakovlich.”


    “We have put aside! Ho, ho, ho! My dear!”


    “Kirik, be quiet!” said Tatiana Vlacievna, severely. Her face had grown hard and still more angular.


    “We have put aside about a thousand roubles,” she said in a low voice, leaning towards Ilia and fixing her sharp little eyes on his.


    He sat calm, but felt that something was dancing in his breast.


    “This money is in the bank and gives us four per cent.”


    “And that is not enough, the devil take them!” cried Kirik, bringing his hand down on the table. “We want—” but a severe glance from his wife stopped him.


    “Of course four per cent, is quite sufficient. But we wish to help you to rise in the world. You are so steady.” She paid Ilia a few compliments and continued, —


    “You said a haberdashery would yield about twenty per cent., or perhaps even more, it depended upon the footing on which you put it. Well, we are willing to lend the money, if you will give us a promissory note — payable at sight, not otherwise, on the condition that you open a shop with it. You will do business under my control; as to the profits — we will go halves. You will insure the goods in my name, and, besides, you will give me one other document, a document of no significance, but it is necessary for form. Well, just think over it and say yes or no.”


    Ilia listened to her cold, high voice and rubbed his forehead. Several times during her discourse he glanced at the corner where the gilded trimmings of a holy picture glistened, with the marriage candles on each side of it. He did not wonder, but only felt an uneasiness somehow, even fear. This offer, which suddenly realised his long-standing dream, stunned him and at the same time gladdened him. He smiled in a confused way, and looked at the small woman and thought, —


    “Here is my fate.”


    While she was saying in the tone of a mother, —


    “Think well over it, examine the business from all sides. Are you able to undertake it? will you have the strength and knowledge? And then tell us — what else can you put into the business, excepting your pains? Our money is not sufficient, is that not so?”


    “I can,” said Ilia, slowly, “put in about five hundred roubles. My uncle will give them to me. I have an uncle, I told you about him, he can give them. Perhaps more.”


    “Hurrah!” cried Kirik Avtonomoff.


    “That means you consent?” asked Tatiana Vlacievna.


    “I consent,” said Luneff.


    “Why, of course!” cried the commissary, and, putting his hands into his pockets, began speaking loudly and excitedly. “Well, and now we will have some champagne. Champagne, the devil take me with my heels and all! Ilia, boy, run to a wine shop, get some champagne. We’ll empty a bottle. We’ll treat you. Ask for champagne from the Don at ninety copecks and say it is for Avtonomoff, then they will let you have it for sixty. Be off, sharp!”


    Ilia looked at the couple’s radiant faces with a smile and went off. He was thinking that Fate had knocked him about and treated him shabbily, had made him fall into heavy sin, had darkened his soul, but now seemed as if it were asking for forgiveness and smiled at him, trying to make up for all. Now the way to a clean corner of life, in which he would be able to live in peaceful solitude and soothe his soul, was open to him. He had taken life from one, but now he would help many, and in this way square accounts with the Lord. God would not exact much from him. He knows all. Olimpiada was right, in the affair of the murder he was only the hand, but not the power. And, apparently, the Lord was helping him to right himself, making the realisation of his longed-for clean life easy. Thoughts whirled in his head in a merry brawl and poured into his heart a courage unknown to him up till then.


    He brought some genuine champagne from the wine shop, paying seven roubles the bottle.


    “Oho!” exclaimed Avtonomoff. “This is splendid, my boy! There’s an idea in this — yes!”


    Tatiana Vlacievna looked upon it differently. She shook her head reproachfully, and, having examined the bottle, said in a severe way, —


    “Five roubles? Oh, oh, oh! Ilia Yakovlich, how unpractical, how giddy of you!”


    Luneff, affected and happy, stood in front of her, smiling.


    “It’s genuine!” he said, full of joy. “I’ll sip the real thing for the first time in my life. And what sort of a life was mine? It was not the true life, nothing but dirt, coarseness, squalor, sorrows, insults, and all sorts of torments for the heart. Is that a real life? Can man live with only that?”


    He had touched the sore place in his soul, a bitterness sounded in his words, his eyes darkened, and, sighing deeply, he continued strongly and firmly, —


    “I have searched for the real thing from childhood, and lived like a chip in a stream, tossed from side to side, and all around me was dirty, muddy and troubled. I could not put in anywhere. I saw nothing but sorrow, injustice, robbery, and all sorts of abominations around me. And then I was thrown in your way. For the first time in my life I saw people who live quietly and cleanly, loving each other.”


    He looked at them with a bright smile and bowed low before them.


    “Thank you. I have lightened my soul of its burden in your company, by God! You give me help for all my life at one stroke. Now I can go forward. Now I know how to live. And it will be good for me, and not bad for others. What a lot of miserable people there are in the world! How many perish in vain! I have seen it myself and know all about it.”


    Tatiana Vlacievna watched him as a cat watches a bird absorbed in its song. A green light flashed in her eyes and her lips quivered. Meanwhile, Kirik was taken up with the bottle, he held it between his knees and bent over it. His neck was red and his ears moved.


    “My friends, I have two friends, a girl—”


    The cork flew out of the bottle, touched the ceiling, and fell on to the table. It fell on a glass and made it tinkle.


    Kirik poured the wine out into the glasses and said, smacking his lips, —


    “Take them!”


    And when his wife and Luneff had taken up their glasses he lifted his glass high above his head, and cried,— “Success to the firm ‘Tatiana Avtonomoff and Luneff’ — hurrah!”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXIII


    
      
    


    FOR several days running Ilia discussed with Tatiana Vlacievna all the details of the enterprise they had devised. She knew everything and talked about everything with as much conviction as if she had sold haberdashery all her life. Ilia listened to her with a smile in silence, and wondered. He wanted to look for an apartment at once, and begin business as soon as possible, and he consented to all Mrs Avtonomoff’s conditions without considering their significance.


    At last everything was settled — it appeared that Tatiana Vlacievna had even an apartment in view. It was exactly what Ilia had dreamt of: a small shop, with a room for the shopkeeper, in a clean street. Ilia knew the shop, it had formerly been a milk shop, and he had often gone in with his goods. Everything went well, even to the least trifles, and Luneff was exultant.


    Full of courage and joy, he went to the hospital to see his friends, and there he was met by Paul, joyful also.


    “To-morrow I am going!” he announced excitedly to Ilia, before he had even said good-morning. “I got a letter from Vera. She scolds me— ‘You’ve wronged me,’ says she. The little devil!”


    His eyes sparkled, his cheeks were flushed, he could not stand still, and tapped on the floor with his slippers and waved his arms.


    “Look out!” said Ilia to him. “Take care of yourself.”


    “I? All is decided. The question will stand thus: ‘Ma’m’selle Vera Kapitolinovna, will you marry me? Be so kind! No? A knife into your heart!’”


    A shiver ran up Paul’s body and face.


    “Dear, dear!” said Ilia, smiling. “A knife indeed, hot head!”


    “No. I’ve had enough. I can’t live without her, and she has no business to live without me. She’s seen enough filth — she ought to be satisfied; as for me, I’m quite sated. To-morrow all will be decided this way or that.”


    Luneff looked at his friend’s face and said to himself, —


    “He is capable of killing her.”


    And suddenly a clear, simple thought flashed into his mind. He blushed and smiled.


    “Pashutka! Do you know, I have found my happiness?” And Luneff told his friend all about it in a few words.


    Paul listened to him, bent his head, and said, with a sigh, —


    “Y-yes, you’re in luck.”


    “Are you envious?”


    “Of course — devil!”


    “I’m in such luck that I even feel ashamed, really! It’s the truth I’m saying.”


    “Thanks for that at least,” said Paul, gloomily.


    “Do you know?” said Ilia, quietly. “I am not boasting, but really mean that I feel ashamed — by God!”


    Paul glanced at him in silence, and hung his head again thoughtfully.


    “And I wanted to say, we lived in sorrow together, let’s share the joy too.”


    “M-m—” mumbled Paul. “I’ve heard say that joy can’t be shared with more than one woman.”


    “It can! Just ask what is necessary for a plumber’s workshop, what instruments, materials and all, and how much it costs. And I’ll give you the money.”


    “O-o-oh!” drawled Paul, incredulously. Luneff caught hold of his hand tightly and pressed it warmly.


    “What a queer fellow you are! I’ll give it.”


    But it took him a long time to convince Paul that he was earnest in his intention. The latter kept shaking his head and mumbling, and said, —


    “Things like that don’t happen.”


    Luneff at last convinced him. Then Paul hugged him in his turn, and said in a broken, hollow voice, —


    “Thank you, brother. You’re dragging me out of a pit. Only listen: I don’t want a workshop — to the devil with workshops! I know them. Give me the money and I’ll take Vera and go away from here. That’ll be easier for you too — I shall want less money — and it’s more convenient for me. I’ll go away somewhere and enter into a workshop myself.”


    “That’s bosh!” said Ilia. “It’s best to be your own master.”


    “What sort of a master will I make?” exclaimed Paul, merrily. “I don’t know how to comport myself with workmen. No, a business of my own and all that is not to my mind. I know, brother, what it is to be master! I’m not fit! One can’t change a goat into a Pig.”


    Luneff did not quite understand Paul’s attitude towards owning a business of his own, but he liked it, and felt still more disposed in his friend’s favour. He looked at him kindly and merrily, and said, —


    “But it’s true you resemble a goat — you are just as lean. Do you know you look like shoemaker Perfishka, really! Well then, come to-morrow and take the money for the present, while you have no situation. And I will go to Jacob now.”


    “All right! Thank you, brother!”


    “On what terms are you with Jacob?”


    “Somehow we don’t get on together,” smiled Gratchoff.


    “He’s a miserable fellow. It’s hard for him to serve,” said Ilia, thoughtfully.


    “Well, we all have enough of that,” answered Paul, shrugging his shoulders. “I keep thinking he isn’t in his right senses. He’s a clodhopper.”


    “Well, I’m off.”


    “All right.”


    And when Ilia left him, he called out once more, standing in the middle of the corridor, —


    “Thank you, brother!”


    Ilia smiled and nodded.


    He found Jacob sad and upset. He was lying on his pallet with his face towards the ceiling, and was looking upwards with wide-open eyes, and did not notice when Ilia came up to him.


    “They’ve taken Nikita Egorich to another ward,” he said to Ilia dismally.


    “That’s good,” said Ilia, approvingly. “He’s too terrible. And his discourses are — Let him go, for goodness’ sake.”


    Jacob looked at him reproachfully and was silent.


    “Are you getting better?” asked Ilia.


    “Y-yes,” answered Jacob, with a sigh. “I am not even able to be ill as long as I like. My father came again yesterday. ‘I’ve bought a house,’ says he. He wants to open another eating-house. And all this falls on me.”


    Ilia wanted to gladden his friend with his own happiness, but something hindered him from speaking.


    The cheerful spring sun looked in at the window, but it made the yellow walls of the hospital seem still yellower. Stains and cracks became more evident in the plaster, lit up by the sunshine. Two invalids, sitting on their pallets, were deeply absorbed in playing cards, throwing them down in silence. A tall, thin man was walking noiselessly about the ward with his bound head bent low. All was quiet, although a smothered cough reached them from somewhere and one heard the rustle of the invalids’ slippers in the corridor. Jacob’s yellow face was lifeless and his dim eyes had a melancholy expression.


    “If I could only die!” he was saying in his dry, creaking voice. “I lie here and say to myself: it’s interesting to die. It must be quite different there, something quite exceptional, seen by nobody. There is no noise. All is comprehensible, clear and radiant.” His voice fell and became lower. “The angels are kind. They can answer all one’s questions, explain all — angels.” He was silent, and, blinking his eyes, began watching a pale ray of light that danced on the ceiling, reflected by something.


    “Do you know—” said Luneff.


    But Jacob interrupted him.


    “Have you seen Mashutka?”


    » N-no.”


    “Oh, dear! you ought to go and see her.”


    “Somehow it never enters my mind.”


    “It ought to enter your heart.”


    Luneff felt abashed and was silent. A short man on crutches, with his moustache twisted into a point, came in from the corridor and said to an invalid with a bound up arm, —


    “Shurka, the rogue, hasn’t come again.”


    Jacob glanced at him, sighed, and began moving his head about on the pillow restlessly.


    “Nikita Egorich, here, does not want to die, but will. The assistant surgeon told me he would die! And I want to die — but can’t. When I get well I shall have to go to the eating-house again. I shall drink vodka, and will be lost.”


    His lips parted slowly into a sad smile. He looked at his friend in a strange way and began to speak again.


    “One must have iron ribs and an iron heart to be able to live in this world, or else live like everybody else, with neither thought, nor conscience.”


    Ilia felt something unfriendly and dry in Jacob’s words, and he scowled.


    “I am like glass amidst stones; as soon as I move I crack.”


    “You love to complain!” said Luneff, vaguely.


    “And you?” asked Jacob.


    Ilia turned away and was silent. Then, seeing, that Jacob was not going to speak, he said thoughtfully, —


    “It’s hard for everybody. Paul, for instance.”


    “I don’t like him,” said Jacob, wrinkling his face.


    “Why?”


    “So — I don’t like him.”


    “And I like him.”


    “Well, that’s all right.”


    “Heigho! I must go.”


    Jacob put out his hand to him in silence and suddenly asked piteously, like a beggar, —


    “Find out about Mashutka, eh? For Christ’s sake!”


    “All right!” said Ilia.


    He felt pained and awkward listening to Jacob’s melancholy talk, and when he left he heaved a sigh of relief. Jacob’s request to find out how Masha was awakened something very much like shame in him for his behaviour towards Perfishka’s daughter, and he decided to go to Matitsa, who knew for certain how Masha was getting on. He knew, as well as everyone else who inhabited their street, that Matitsa used to go to shopkeeper Krenoff on Saturdays to wash the floors, and was paid twenty-five copecks, including in this sum the payment for her caresses.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXIV


    
      
    


    HE walked along in the direction of Filimonoff’s eating-house, and dreams of the future sprang up in his heart, one after the other. The future smiled at him, and, absorbed in his thoughts, he imperceptibly walked past the eating-house; when he noticed his mistake he did not feel inclined to go back. He walked on out of the town: a field, encompassed in the distance by a dark wall of forest, spread out before him. The sun was going down, and on the young green grass lay a pink reflection. Ilia walked along with his head lifted up, and looked at the sky, where, far away, reddish clouds stood motionless above the earth, and burnt in the rays of the sun. It was pleasant to walk, each step and each breath of air aroused a new dream in him. He pictured himself rich and powerful, ruining Petruha Filimonoff. He had brought him to ruin already, and Petruha stood before him wailing, while he, Ilia Luneff, was saying, —


    “So I must pity you? And did you ever pity anybody? Didn’t you torture your son? Didn’t you make my uncle fall into a heavy sin? Didn’t you make sport of me? In your cursed house nobody was happy, nobody had any joy. Your house is rotten, a trap set for people, a prison for them.”


    Petruha trembles and groans with fear before him, as piteous as a beggar. And Ilia storms at him, —


    “I’ll burn your house down, for it’s a misery to everybody, and you can wander about the earth and beg for pity from those wronged by you — wander, till you die, and spue your heart out from hunger, like a dog!”


    The evening twilight enveloped the field, and the forest in the distance became densely black, like a mountain. A bat, like a small black dot, flitted about noiselessly in the air, and it seemed as if the darkness was being sowed by it. Far away on the river the noise of a steamer’s paddle-wheels in the water was heard; it sounded as if an enormous bird were flying somewhere far away, and it was the mighty flap of its broad wings that made the air tremble. Luneff thought of all the people who had spoiled his life, and punished them in his imagination without mercy. Then he felt a still greater joy and light-heartedness; and, all alone in the field, with the darkness pressing around him, he began to sing softly.


    Suddenly a smell of rot and manure was diffused in the air. Ilia stopped singing, this smell awoke pleasant remembrances. He had come to the place where the refuse of the whole town was amassed, to the ravine where he had rummaged with Grandfather Jeremiah. The smell of rotting seemed to Ilia to be still stronger and more biting than in his childhood. The figure of the rag-picker rose up in Ilia’s memory, and he glanced round, trying to find in the darkness the spot where the old man had liked to rest. But that spot existed no longer, it must have been filled up with rubbish. Ilia sighed, feeling that something was gone from his heart, that something was buried there in the darkness.


    “If I had not strangled the merchant my life would be quite happy now,” he suddenly thought; and then something in his heart seemed to respond.


    “What does the merchant matter? He’s my misfortune, but not sin.”


    A noise was heard, a small dog slipped from under his feet and disappeared with a low howl. He started; it seemed as if a part of the night’s darkness had come to life and disappeared with a groan.


    “It’s all the same,” he said to himself. “There would have been no peace in my heart, merchant or no merchant. How many insults to myself and others have I seen? If one’s heart is scratched once it will ache for ever.”


    He paced the edge of the ravine slowly, his feet sank into the rubbish, chips crackled under his feet and paper rustled. A piece of ground, not covered with rubbish, cut into the ravine like a narrow promontory; he went along it, and, reaching the end, sat down with his legs dangling from the edge. The air here was fresher, and, looking down the ravine, Ilia saw in the distance the river, like a steel-coloured line. On the surface, which was as motionless as ice, the lights of invisible boats quivered softly, one of them moved in the air like a red bird, while another, green and ominous, burnt with a steady light, sending forth no rays. At Ilia’s feet, the wide jaws of the ravine were filled with a dense darkness, and resembled a river in which waves of black air flowed silently. A great sadness enveloped Luneff, he looked down and thought, —


    “I felt happy just now, and light-hearted, something seemed to smile at me, and — disappeared. Why does life push a man on, against his will, to where he does not wish to go? Everything in life is wretched, unjust and incomprehensible. Perhaps Jacob spoke the truth when he said one must, first of all, get to understand oneself, and yet, perhaps, one must get to understand other people first. How do they live? By what laws? He remembered in what an unfriendly way Jacob had spoken to him that day, and he felt still sadder. Something rustled in the ravine, probably a piece of earth, torn away from the edge. Ilia stretched out his neck and looked down into the darkness. He got a whiff of the night’s dampness in his face. He looked up at the sky. There the stars were coming out timidly, and, from out of the forest, the moon, like a great red ball, an enormous insensible eye, rose slowly. And in the same way as the bat had flitted about in the twilight in Ilia’s heart gloomy thoughts and remembrances began passing quickly; they came and disappeared unanswered, and the darkness in his soul became denser and more distressing. “Men rob, and torment, and strangle each other, and nobody ever helps another to live, but everybody tries to keep aside, where it is more peaceful. Here am I crawling into a corner too. What is there real and incontestible?”


    He sat and meditated for a long time, glancing first downwards into the ravine, then up at the sky. In the field all was still. The rays of the moon, peeping into the darkness of the ravine, revealed deep cracks and bushes on its sides. Ugly shadows fell on the ground from these bushes. In the sky there were only the stars and moon. At last Ilia began to get chilled; he got up, and, shivering from the freshness of the night, went slowly across the field in the direction of the town lights. He did not wish to think of anything: in that hour his heart was filled with a cold indifference.


    He came home late, and, standing before the door irresolutely, felt embarrassed about ringing. There were no lights in the windows, consequently the inmates were asleep. He did not like to disturb Tatiana Vlacievna, she always opened the door herself. But nevertheless he must enter the house. Luneff pulled the handle of the bell slightly. Almost instantly the door opened and the landlady’s slight figure, clad all in white, appeared before him.


    “Shut the door quickly,” she said to Ilia in a voice he did not know. “It’s cold. I am undressed — my husband is not at home.”


    “I beg your pardon,” mumbled Luneff.


    “How late you are. Where have you come from, eh?”


    Ilia locked the door and turned round to answer her, and found the woman’s breast right before him. She did not step backwards to give him room, but seemed to press closer to him. He could not step backwards either; the door was behind him. Suddenly she began to laugh softly, a quivering laugh. Luneff lifted his hands and put them, palm downwards, carefully on the woman’s shoulders, and his hands trembled with agitation and his desire to put his arms round her. Then she drew herself up somehow all of a sudden, put her thin, burning arms clingingly round his neck, and said in a ringing voice, —


    “Where do you wander about at nights? Why, eh? You can have it nearer, for a long time, dear one. My handsome one! my strong one!”


    Ilia caught her kisses, like one in a dream, and R staggered from the convulsive movements of her supple body, while she clung to his breast like a cat, and kept kissing him. He caught her up in his strong arms and carried her to his room, walking as lightly as if he were moving on air.


    The next morning Ilia awoke with fear in his heart. “How can I look into Kirik’s eyes now?” said he to himself the instant he opened his eyes. Besides fear of the commissary of police, he experienced a feeling of shame.


    “If I had a spite against the man at least, or did not like him! But I have wronged him, and how greatly, too, mortally, for nothing, just simply—” thought he, with fear in his heart, and an angry feeling towards Tatiana Vlacievna stirred in him. It seemed to him that Kirik would certainly perceive his wife’s perfidy, and he could not imagine what would happen then.


    “And why did she throw herself at me, as if she were famished?” he asked himself in miserable perplexity, but the same instant he experienced a pleasant sensation of something that tickled his self-conceit. It was not a merchant’s mistress, as he inwardly called Olimpiada, who had noticed him, but a real lady — pure, educated, and a lawful wife.


    “That means there is something unusual about me,” arose the vain-glorious thought. “It’s shameful, shameful, but then I’m not made of stone, I could not send her away.”


    He was young: he recalled the woman’s caresses, which were peculiar somehow, different to those he had experienced before; but he was practical: he thought involuntarily of the many different advantages this intimacy would give him; and these thoughts were followed by others, which surrounded him like a dark thunder-cloud.


    “Again I’m squeezed into a corner. Did I wish it? I respected the woman, a bad thought about her never entered my head, and this is what has come of it.” And then all the trouble in his soul and all the contradictions were overwhelmed by the joyful thought that very soon now the real clean life would begin. But the same biting thought would rise up again, —


    “It would have been better without this.”


    He did not get up until Avtonomoff had gone off to his service, on purpose, and he heard the commissary smacking his lips with relish and say to his wife, —


    “So, Tania, you will make some meat dumplings for dinner, won’t you? Put more pork into them and roast them a bit, you know. So that they will look at me from the dish, like little pink pigs, m-m-a! And, darling, put more pepper into the meat. And I will buy you some sweets, yes.”


    “Well, well, get along! Just as if I did not know your tastes,” said his wife, lovingly.


    “Darling Tania, give me a little kiss!”


    On hearing the sound of a kiss, Luneff started. It was disagreeable and comical.


    “Chic, chic, chic!” said Avtonomoff, kissing his wife.


    And she laughed. She shut the door after her husband, and, skipping into Ilia’s room, sprang on to his bed, crying merrily, —


    “Kiss me quickly — I’m in a hurry!”


    Ilia said gloomily, —


    “But you’ve just been kissing your husband.”


    “Wha-at? You? But he is jealous!” the woman exclaimed, with pleasure, and, jumping off the bed and laughing, she began drawing the window-curtains to, saying, ——


    “Jealous, that is good! People who are jealous love passionately.”


    “I did not speak out of jealousy.”


    “Silence!” commanded she, playfully, covering his mouth with her hand.


    When they had done kissing, Ilia looked at her with a smile and could not forbear from saying, —


    “Well, you are daring — a real hot head! To undertake such a thing under your husband’s nose!”


    Her green eyes flashed provokingly and she exclaimed, —


    “It is quite the usual thing and nothing out of the common. Do you think there are many women who have no love affairs? Only ugly and sick ones have none. But a pretty woman always likes to have a love affair.”


    She enlightened Ilia on the subject the whole morning, telling him merrily tales about the way women dupe their husbands. She wore a red blouse and an apron, her sleeves were tucked up, and, alert and light, she fluttered about the kitchen like a bird, preparing meat dumplings for her husband, and her ringing voice poured incessantly into Ilia’s ears.


    “So you think a husband is quite sufficient for a woman? A husband can sometimes be very unpleasant even if you do love him. And then he has no scruples about being false to his wife, if only a suitable object turns up. And it is dull for a woman to remember nothing but — husband, husband, husband, her whole life long! It is amusing to play with another man: you get to know at least what kinds of men exist and what difference there is between them. There are different kinds of kvass too: ordinary kvass, Bavarian kvass, kvass made of the juniper and moor berry. And it is very silly to always drink ordinary kvass.”


    Ilia listened and drank his tea, and somehow the tea seemed bitter. In the woman’s words there was something disagreeable, jarring and new to him. He thought involuntarily of Olimpiada, of her low voice, calm movements, passionate words, in which one felt something strong, that touched one at times. Of course Olimpiada was a person without any education, the daughter of some junior clerk, a simple woman. That was the reason, perhaps, why she was simpler in her shamelessness. So answering Tatiana Vlacievna, Ilia forced himself to laugh. He did not feel merry, and laughed only because he did not know what to say to his landlady. Her discourse made him feel even sad, but he listened to it with interest, and at last said thoughtfully, —


    “I did not think such things could happen in your clean life.”


    “The order of life, my dear, is the same everywhere. The order of life is made by men, and all men desire only to live well. A man wants to live like a human being — peacefully, satisfied and comfortable, and for all this he must have money. Consequently, first of all, a man needs money. Money is acquired through inheritance, through luck and by work. Those who have lottery tickets can trust in luck. A woman has her lottery ticket from nature — her beauty. One can obtain much by one’s beauty. And those who have neither rich relations, nor lottery tickets, nor beauty, must work. To have to work one’s whole life is a shame. I work although I possess two lottery tickets. But I have decided to pawn them for your shop. Two tickets are not sufficient. To make meat dumplings and kiss a pimply commissary of police is dull! That is why I wanted to kiss you.”


    She glanced at Ilia and asked playfully, —


    “Is it repugnant to you? Why do you look at me so angrily?”


    Ilia stood in the door of his room, and looked at her with knitted brows. She went up to him, put her hands on his shoulders and looked curiously into his face.


    “I’m not angry,” said Ilia.


    She burst out laughing, and exclaimed through her mirth,—’ Indeed! Oh, thank you, how kind you are!”


    “I was thinking,” continued Ilia, articulating the words slowly, “that what you say seems to be true — but somehow it is not good.”


    “Oho! what a hedgehog you are! What is not good? Just explain.”


    But he could not explain anything to her. He did not understand himself what it was he did not like in her words. Olimpiada said things much worse and coarser, but she never jarred upon his feelings so unpleasantly as this clean little bird did. He pondered fixedly over the strange feeling aroused in him by this new, flattering intimacy the whole day and could not understand where it came from.


    When he returned home, Kirik met him in the kitchen, and announced joyously, —


    “W-well, Ilia, what a dish Tania has cooked us today! Such meat dumplings — it’s a pity to eat them! One feels as much pity and shame as if they were live nightingales one was eating. I even kept back a plateful for you. Take your shop off your neck, sit down, eat, and see what metal we are made of!”


    Ilialooked at him guiltily and laughed softly, saying,— “Thank you, Kirik Nikodimich.”


    Then he added, with a sigh, —


    “You’re a good man, by God.”


    “Oh, what is that you are saying?” exclaimed Kirik, waving his hand in self-defence. “A plate of meat dumplings is a trifle! No, my fine fellow, if I were the police-master — h’m — then you might say ‘thank you’ to me — oh, yes. But I shall never be a police-master, and I am going to throw up serving in the police. I shall probably become the confidential clerk of some merchant, that will be better! The confidential clerk of a merchant is a big-wig. It is an important position. Occupying such a post, I shall be able to amass a small fortune very soon.”


    Tatiana Vlacievna bustled about near the oven, singing softly. Ilia glanced at her and felt an awkwardness and embarrassment again. But, little by little, this sensation disappeared under the influence of new impressions and new, cares. He had little time for meditating now as he had to busy himself a great deal with putting the shop in order and buying the goods. Gradually, and quite imperceptibly, he began to get accustomed to the woman, like a drunkard does to vodka. As a mistress she improved with time, although her caresses often aroused a feeling of shame in him and even fear of her; and these caresses, joined to her conversation, slowly banished all respect for the woman. Every morning after seeing her husband off, or in the evening, when he was on duty, she called Ilia to her room or came into his and told him different stories of life. And all these stories were somehow wonderfully simple, as if they took place in a country inhabited by rogues of both sexes, who walked about naked, and their chief pleasure was the sin of flesh.


    “Is it possible that all that is true?” asked Ilia, gloomily. He did not want to believe her words, but he felt quite helpless and could not refute them.


    She laughed and argued it out convincingly, kissing him the while.


    “Let us begin from those above us: the governor lives with the wife of the manager of the court of exchequer, and the manager abducted the wife of one of the clerks not long ago, took lodgings for her in Sobachipereulok, and goes to see her twice a week quite openly. I know her, she is quite a girl and has not been married a year; while her husband was sent into the district as supervisor of taxes. I know him too. What sort of supervisor can he make? — a person of shallow education, a fool and a lackey.” —


    She told him of merchants who bought young girls to corrupt them, of merchants’ wives who had lovers, of young girls of good family who, becoming pregnant, caused abortions.


    Ilia listened, and life seemed something like a sewer in which men crawl about like worms.


    “Faugh!” he would say wearily. “But is there something real and pure anywhere, tell me?”


    “How something real? What do you mean?” asked Tatiana Vlacievna in astonishment.


    “Why, something real!” Luneff would exclaim irritably.


    “But I am telling you of real things. What a queer fellow. I did not invent it all.”


    “I am not speaking of that. There is something real somewhere, isn’t there, that’s to say — something pure. Yes or no?”


    She did not understand and laughed at him. Sometimes her conversation took another direction. Looking into his face, with eyes that sparkled with a green fearsome light, she asked, —


    “Tell me how you came to know for the first time what a woman is?”


    Ilia was ashamed of that remembrance, it was repugnant to him. He turned away from the fulsome glance of his mistress, and said in a hollow voice, reproachfully, —


    “What filthy things you do ask; you ought to be ashamed. Even men don’t tell each other such things.” But she pressed him, laughing merrily, and sometimes Luneff felt as if her shameful words stuck to him, like pitch. When she saw an unfriendly expression in Ilia’s face, a weariness and pain in his eyes, she boldly aroused the male in him and annulled all disgust for herself by her caresses.


    One day, on coming home from the shop, in which carpenters were fitting up shelves, Ilia found Matitsa in the kitchen, to his astonishment. She was sitting at the table, with her great hands upon it, and talked to the landlady, who was standing near the oven.


    “Here,” said Tatiana Vlacievna, with a smile, nodding in the direction of Matitsa, “this lady has been waiting for you a long time.”


    “Good-morning!” said the lady, getting up from the bench with difficulty.


    “Bah!” exclaimed Ilia. “Are you still alive?”


    “Even a pig won’t eat a rotten trunk,” answered Matitsa in a husky voice.


    Ilia had not seen Matitsa for a long time, and now looked at her with a mixed feeling of pleasure and pity. She had a tattered fustian dress on, her head was wrapped in a shawl, yellow from age, and her feet were bare. Drawing them with difficulty along the floor, and steadying herself with her hands against the wall, she slowly tumbled into Ilia’s room and sank heavily into a chair, saying in a hoarse, expressionless voice, —


    “I’ll spue my soul out soon. I’m losing the use of my feet, and when I quite lose them I won’t be able to earn my bread, and then I will die.”


    Her face was swollen dreadfully and covered all over with dark spots, her enormous eyes were hidden by swellings and had become quite narrow.


    “What are you staring at my face for?” she asked Ilia. “Do you think I’ve been beaten? Nothing of the sort, it’s my illness that is eating into me.”


    “How do you get on?” asked Ilia.


    “I live by standing in the church porches gathering coppers,” droned Matitsa, indifferently. “I’ve come to you on business. I was told by Perfishka that you were living with a clerk, and came.”


    “Shall I give you some tea?” offered Luneff. It was disagreeable to him to listen to Matitsa’s voice and see her big, flabby body falling into decay before she was dead.


    “Let the devils wash their tails with your tea! Better give me five copecks, there! I have come to you — ask me what for?” She spoke with difficulty, her breath was short and a stifling smell came from her.


    “Well, what for?” asked Ilia, turning away from her and remembering how he had insulted her once.


    “Do you remember Masha? Ah! you’ve done away with your memory! You’ve grown rich.”


    ‘Yes, yes, I remember!” said Ilia, hastily.


    ‘And what use is it if you do remember?” asked the woman, echoing Ilia’s words. “Is her life any easier for that?”


    “How is she — how is she getting on?”


    Matitsa shook her head slowly and said curtly, —


    “She has not hung herself yet.”


    “Speak out straight!” cried Ilia, angrily. “What are you reproaching me for? You sold her yourself for three roubles.”


    “I’m not reproaching you, but myself,” replied the woman, calmly, and began telling about Masha slowly with sundry details, getting quite out of breath with the effort.


    “Her old husband is jealous and torments Masha. He does not let her go anywhere, not even into the shop; she stays in the room with the children and dares not even go into the yard without asking the old man. Now the old man has got rid of his children somehow; he has given them away to somebody and lives alone with Masha. He pinches her and binds her hands. He makes sport of her like that because his first wife was untrue to him, and neither of the children are the old man’s. Masha ran away from him twice, but the police caught her both times and brought her back to her husband, and he pinched her for it and made her starve. That’s the life she leads!”


    “Yes, you and Perfishka did a fine bit of business!” said Ilia, gloomily.


    “I thought it would be better like that,” said the woman in her expressionless voice. Her face, as motionless as if it had been made of stone, and her dead voice oppressed Ilia.


    “I thought it would be purer! But we ought to have done what was worse. We ought to have sold her, as I intended, to a rich man. He would have given her a lodging and clothing, and everything. She could have sent him about his business afterwards and lived like everybody else lives. Many live like that — they begin with an old man.”


    “Well, and what have you come for?” asked Ilia.


    “You live with the police. There! they always catch her. Tell him not to catch her. Let her run away! Perhaps she’ll be able to run away somewhere. Is there no place for a human being to run to?”


    “Did you really come for that?”


    “Of course, and let them leave her in peace — ask them to.”


    “Oh! you people!” exclaimed Ilia, and began thinking what he could do for Masha.


    Matitsa rose from her chair, moving her feet carefully along the floor. She sighed and groaned, and it seemed as if it were not a human being who was moving, but an old, decayed tree falling slowly to the ground.


    “Good-bye! we shall not meet again. I shall die soon,” muttered she. “Thank you, you clean, rich man! Thank you, thank you!”


    When she had gone out through the kitchen door, the landlady rushed into Ilia’s room, and, putting her arms round him, asked, laughing, —


    “Was she your first love, yes?”


    “Who-o?” asked Ilia, slowly, absorbed in remembrances of Masha.


    “That great woman?”


    Ilia drew his mistress’s arms, which were clasped tightly round his neck, apart, and said in a surly tone, —


    “She can scarcely drag her feet, but still bestirs herself in behalf of those she loves.”


    “Whom does she love?” asked the woman, with astonishment and curiosity, observing Ilia’s troubled face. “Stop, Tatiana,” said Ilia, “wait a bit! Don’t joke.” He told her briefly all about Masha, and asked, —


    “What can be done?”


    “There is nothing to be done,” answered Tatiana Vlacievna, shrugging her shoulders. “By the law a wife belongs to her husband, and nobody has any right to take her away from him.”


    And with the important look of a person who knows all the laws and is firmly convinced of their stability, Mrs Avtonomoff talked to Ilia for a long time about the necessity of Masha submitting to everything her husband exacted.


    “She must bear it for the present. Let her wait. He is old and will die soon, then she will be free, all his property will go to her. And you will marry the rich young widow — yes!”


    She laughed, and then continued instructing Ilia.


    “But it would be best of all if you threw up all your old acquaintances entirely. Now they are not your equals, and can even put you out of countenance. They are all dirty and coarse — for instance, the one who borrowed money from you. A thin man, with vicious eyes.”


    “Gratchoff?”


    “Yes. What funny birds’ names common people do have. Gratchoff, Luneff, Petuhoff, Skvortsoff. (The words gratch, lun, ckvorets and petuh, from which the names are derived, are the names of birds, and mean — rook, bald kite, starling and cock.) People of our class have nicer names, Avtonomoff, Korsakoff. My father was a Florianoff. And when I was a girl, a candidate of the bar, Gloriantoff, courted me. One day on the ice ring he took off my garter, and threatened he would make a scandal if I did not come myself to fetch it.”


    Ilia listened to her tales and thought of his past, and felt as if invisible threads were binding him tightly to Petruha Filimonoffs house; and it seemed to him that that house would for ever stand up between him and a peaceful life.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXV


    
      
    


    AT last Ilia’s dream was realised.


    Full of a calm joy, he stood from morning till night behind the counter in his shop, admiring it. Around him different cases and pasteboard boxes were prettily arranged on the shelves; in the windows he had made a show, laying out bright buckles for belts, purses, soap, buttons, and hanging up bright-coloured ribbons, lace and tape. Everything was clean and light and flashed in the sun with all the colours of the rainbow. Grave and handsome, he greeted all his customers with a polite bow, and adroitly scattered about specimens of his goods on the counter. In the rustle of lace and ribbons he heard pleasant music, and all the dressmakers, who came to make purchases for the sum of a few copecks, seemed pretty and charming to him. Life suddenly became pleasant and easy, a simple and clear meaning appeared in it, and the past seemed to be hidden by a mist. He thought of nothing but trade, goods and customers. He took a boy to help him, gave him a grey jacket to wear and saw that he washed himself carefully as often as possible.


    “Gavrik, we have to handle delicate wares,” he would say to him, “and must be clean.”


    Gavrik was about twelve years old, he was stout and slightly marked with the smallpox, snub-nosed, with little grey eyes and a lively face. He had just done learning in the town school, and considered himself grown up and serious. His duties in the little clean shop interested him too, he busied himself with the boxes and cases with pleasure, and tried to behave towards the customers as politely as the owner. But he did not succeed very well; the talent for mimicry was too strongly developed in him, and all kinds of grimaces, the more or less successful reproduction of his customers’ expressions, were constantly appearing on his rough little face. He reconciled himself to the existence of little girls with difficulty, and only on rare occasions could he abstain from the irresistible desire to pinch and push them, pulling their hair, and, as a rule, causing his little customers all sorts of unpleasantness. Ilia watched him and thought of himself, when he served in the fishmonger Stroganoff’s shop; and, feeling a particular goodwill towards the boy, he talked and joked with him patronisingly when there were no customers in the shop.


    “Gavrik, read books when you have spare time, so as not to feel dull,” he advised his helper. “It is pleasant to read and the time passes imperceptibly.” Luneff had become mild and attentive to everyone, and his smile seemed to say, —


    “I’m in luck, you know. But be patient. Good fortune will soon befall you too, for sure.”


    He opened his shop at seven o’clock in the morning and closed it at ten. There were not many customers, and Luneff sat on a chair at the door, basking in the rays of the spring sunshine, and rested, thinking of nothing and desiring nothing. Gavrik sat also in the door, observing all the passers-by, and mimicking them; he called all the dogs, threw stones at the pigeons and sparrows, or else read a book, breathing through his nose in an excited way. Sometimes his master made him read out loud, but reading did not interest Luneff any more, he kept listening to the stillness and calm in his heart. He listened to it blissfully, saturating himself with it, it was new to him and inexpressibly sweet. But at times this sweet calm was broken in upon by a strange, scarcely perceptible feeling, a foreboding of trouble; it did not destroy the calm in his soul, but only touched it lightly, like a shadow.


    Then Ilia would begin speaking to the boy.


    “Gavrik! what does your father do?”


    “He’s a postman — carries letters,”


    “And is your family a large one?”


    “Yes, it’s a large one. There are lots of us. Some are grown up, and some are still little.”


    “How many little ones?”


    “Five, and three grown-up. All the grown-up ones have situations. I’m employed by you, Vasili is in Siberia, and serves in a telegraph-office, and Sonka gives lessons. She’s stunning! She brings home about twelve roubles a month. And then there is Mishka, he’s nothing much. He older than me but learns in the gymnasium.”


    “That means there are four grown-up ones, and not three.”


    “Why, how is that?” exclaimed Gavrik, and added instructively, “Mishka only learns yet, grown-up people are those who work.”


    “Do you live poorly?”


    “Oh, of course,” answered Gavrik, calmly, and breathed noisily through his nose. Then he began telling Ilia his plans for the future.


    “When I’m grown up I shall be a soldier. There’ll be war, and I shall go off to the war. I’m brave — I’ll dash at the enemy in front of everyone and seize their banner. My uncle took a banner like that, and General Gurka gave him a cross and five roubles.”


    Ilia listened to Gavrik’s dreams and smiled, looking at his pock-marked face and broad, constantly-twitching nose. In the evening, after closing the shop, Ilia went into the little room behind the counter. There the samovar, got ready by the boy, boiled, and bread and sausage were laid out on the table. Gavrik drank a glass of tea, ate a piece of bread, and went into the shop to sleep, while Ilia sat at table a long time, sometimes for an hour or two.


    Two chairs, a table, a bed and a cupboard for the dishes comprised all the furniture of his new abode. The room was narrow and low, with a square window, out of which he could see the feet of the passers-by, the roof of the house on the opposite side of the street and the sky above it. He hung a white muslin curtain over the window, which was protected on the outside by an iron grating, greatly disliked by Ilia. Above his bed he hung a picture, “The Steps of a Man’s Life.” This picture pleased Ilia, and he had wanted to buy it for a long time, but did not until he had opened his shop, although it cost only ten copecks.


    “The steps of a man’s life” were depicted under an arch, over which heaven was represented. The God of Sabaoth, surrounded by flowers and a halo, was talking to Adam and Eve. There were seventeen steps in all. The first was a child, supported by its mother, and underneath “the first steps” stood in red letters. The second was a child beating a drum and dancing, while the inscription underneath said, “five years old, playing.” At the age of seven they had “begun to teach him,” at ten he “goes to school,” at twenty-one he stands with a gun in his hands and a smile on his face, and underneath is written, “he is serving his time in the army.” In the next he is twenty-five, he is in a dress coat, with his hat under one arm and a bouquet of flowers in his hand “a bridegroom.” Then he grows a beard, puts on a long surtout and a pink tie, and, standing by the side of a stout woman in a yellow dress, is shaking her hands. Further on he is thirty-five, he is standing at an anvil, in his shirt, with the sleeves rolled up and is forging. On the top step he is sitting in a red arm-chair and is reading the newspaper, while his wife and four children listen to him; he and his family are all well dressed and clean, and their faces have a healthy and contented look; he is now fifty. But after this the steps begin to go down, the man’s beard is grey and he is dressed in a long yellow coat, and he holds a bag with a fish and a jug in his hands. Under this step is written, “domestic labour,” on the next the man is nursing his grandchild, lower still he “is led,” for he is eighty, and on the last step he is ninety-five and is sitting in an arm-chair with his feet in a coffin, while Death stands behind his back with a scythe in his hands. Seated at the tea table, Ilia looked at the picture, and it was a pleasure to him to see man’s life measured out so accurately and simply. The picture had a calming influence, its bright colours seemed to smile at him, and he was quite sure that real life, as it should be, was represented in this picture ingeniously and in a manner easy to understand in order to show people what life should be like. He looked at this picture of human life, and thought that now, having obtained what he desired, his life must go on with just such accuracy, as was represented in the picture. It would go upwards, and at the very top, when he had amassed enough money, he would marry an unassuming girl who knew how to read and write.


    The samovar hummed dismally and whistled now and then. Through the window-panes and muslin curtain the sky looked dimly in at Ilia, and the stars were scarcely visible. In the twinkling of stars there is always something restless.


    “Perhaps it is better to marry at forty,” thought Ilia. “Life with a woman is full of trouble, she always brings an unnecessary bustle and lots of nonsense. And I must marry a girl about thirty. But if I marry late I shall die before I have time to put my children firmly on their feet.”


    The samovar sang still more softly, but somehow more piercingly; a shrill sound which gets on the nerves in an annoying way, like the buzz of a mosquito, disturbing and confusing. But Ilia did not want to put the lid on; when the samovar stopped singing the room became too still. In his new abode Luneff experienced sensations that he had not had before. He had always lived with other people, divided from them only by thin wooden partitions — now he was surrounded by stone walls, behind which he did not feel the nearness of people.


    “Why must one die?” Luneff suddenly asked himself, looking at the man descending from the heights of felicity to the grave. And he remembered Jacob Filimonoff, who was constantly thinking of death, and his words: “It’s interesting to die.”


    Ilia pushed these recollections angrily from him and tried to evade them.


    “How is Paul getting on with Vera?” rose up another useless question.


    An isvoschik passed in the street. The window-panes rattled from the noise of the wheels upon the stone paving, and the lamp on the wall shook. Strange sounds came from the shop, it was Gavrik muttering in his sleep. The dense darkness in the corner of the room seemed to sway. Ilia sat with his elbows on the table, pressing his temples with the palms of his hands, and examined the picture. At the side of the God of Sabaoth stands a beautiful lion, a tortoise crawled along the ground, a badger is walking along, a frog jumping, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil is covered with enormous blood-red flowers. The old man with his feet in the coffin resembled Poluektoff — he is just as bald and lean, and his neck is just as thin. The dull thud of feet resounded in the street; someone passed the shop slowly. The samovar went out, and all was so still in the room that the very air seemed to have materialised and become as substantial as the walls.


    Recollections of the merchant did not trouble Ilia, neither did any of his thoughts, as a rule; they just touched his heart softly and carefully, enveloping it as clouds envelop the moon. They made the colours of the picture, “The Steps of a Man’s Life,” fade a little; a blot seemed to appear on the picture, and the stillness around Ilia seemed to grow fuller. Always after thinking of the murder of Poluektoff, Luneff said to himself with calm unconcern, that there must be justice in life — consequently, sooner or later, man will be punished for his sins; but after thinking in this way, he would look sharply into the dark corner of the room, where it was particularly still, and where the darkness seemed as if it were going to take a definite form. Then Ilia would undress, get into bed and put the lamp out. He would not put it out all at once, but turned the screw which moved the wick up and down. The flame in the lamp first disappeared almost entirely, then appeared again, and the darkness jumped round the bed, darting at it from all sides and then springing back into the corners. Ilia would watch the intangible black waves trying to cover him and amused himself in this way for a long time, trying to pierce the darkness with wide-open eyes, as if he expected to catch hold of something with his gaze.


    At last the light would quiver for the last time and disappear, and darkness would fill the whole room for an instant and seemed to be still quivering, not having had time to grow motionless after its struggle with the light; and then before Ilia’s eyes the dim bluish blot of the window would appear. If there were a moon, black streaks of shadow fell from the iron bars on to the table and floor. In the room everything became so intensely still that it seemed if anyone were to heave a deep sigh everything would shake. Luneff would wrap himself well in his blankets, covering his neck particularly carefully, and, leaving his face bare, look into the darkness of the room till he fell asleep. He would awake in the morning fresh and calm, and feel almost ashamed of himself when he thought of the foolery of the previous evening. He would drink tea with Gavrik at the counter, and looked at his shop as if it were something quite new to him. Sometimes Paul ran in to see him between work, smeared all over with dirt and fat, in a singed blouse and with a face black with smoke. He was working again at a plumber’s, and carried a kettle with tin, leaden pipes and soldering irons. He was always in a hurry to go home, and if Ilia asked him to stop and have a talk, Paul answered, with an uncomfortable smile, —


    “I can’t! I feel, brother, as if I had a fairy-tale bird at home, and its cage were not strong enough. It sits in it the whole day long all alone, and who can say what it is thinking about? Its life has become dull. I understand that well. If only there were a child.”


    And Gratchoff sighed deeply. One day he said to his friend gloomily, —


    “I’ve turned the water into my garden, but I’m afraid it will flood it.”


    Another time when Ilia asked him if he were writing any poetry, Gratchoff said, with a smile, —


    “Yes, with my finger upon the sky. Let it go to all the devils! It’s not for us to eat cabbage soup with a burst shoe. I’ve run my entire cargo aground. I haven’t the tiniest spark in my head! I think of her the whole day long. When I’m at work and begin soldering, for instance, dreams about her pour into my head like molten lead. There’s rhyme for you — ha, ha! Of course honour to him who’s thorough in all things. But then you see — I’m like that — but she’s different. M-yes, it’s hard for her.”


    “And for you?” asked Ilia.


    “And for me too, for that reason. If only her life were brighter! She’s accustomed to a merry life, that’s what it is! She’s always dreaming of money. ‘If,’ says, she, ‘we could get some money from somewhere, everything would change. I’m a fool,’ says she, ‘I ought to rob some merchant.’ So she talks nonsense out of pity for me. I understand that. It’s hard for her.”


    Paul suddenly grew anxious and ran away.


    Very often the tattered and half-clad shoemaker came to see Ilia with his inseparable harmonica under his arm. He told Ilia about all that happened in Filimonoff’s house and about Jacob. Gaunt, dirty and dishevelled, Perfishka would stand, pressing himself against the door, and, smiling from ear to ear, let drop his quaint sayings, —


    “Petruha has married, his wife resembles a beetroot, and his step-son — a carrot! A whole kitchen garden has he, by God! His wife is stout, short, red, and her face has three storeys; she has three chins, and yet only one mouth. Her little eyes are like those of a thoroughbred pig; they are small and can’t look upwards. Her son is tall and yellow, and wears spectacles. He’s an aristocrat! He’s called Savva, he speaks through his nose, and in his mother’s presence he’s holy enough to look at, but behind her back he’s up to all kinds of sin. The whole lot of them are first-rate company! Jacob looks as if he wanted to hide away in some hole like a terrified black-beetle. He drinks, poor fellow, in secret, and coughs with all his might. I expect his father injured his liver right well! They’re devouring him He’s a soft lad — they won’t choke, never fear, but will gobble him up. Your uncle has written from Kiev. In my opinion he has had all his trouble for nothing.


    They won’t let the hunchback into heaven, I’m thinking! And Matitsa has quite lost the use of her feet; she has to be wheeled in a chair. She has hired a blind man from the asylum and has harnessed him in her chair and guides him like a horse — it’s enough to make you laugh! But she earns her living all the same. She’s a good woman! That’s to say, if I hadn’t had such a wonderful wife I’d certainly marry this same Matitsa! I can say straight: in the whole world there are only two real women — that’s to say with a warm heart! my wife and Matitsa. Of course she drinks, but why should not a good person drink? A good person is always a drunkard.”


    “And Mashutka?” Ilia reminded him.


    At the mention of his daughter all the shoemaker’s jokes and smiles disappeared as when an autumn wind blows all the dry leaves off a tree. Perfishka’s lips quivered, his yellow face grew dismal, and he said in a low, embarrassed voice, —


    “I don’t know anything about her. Krenoff told me straight: ‘don’t dare go past even, or else I’ll disfigure her.’ Ilia Yakovlich! give me something to get a drink.”


    “You are perishing, Perfili,” said Ilia, with regret.


    “I’m perishing, quite,” agreed the shoemaker, calmly. “Many ought to feel sorry for me when I die!” continued he, with assurance. “For I’m a merry man and love to make people laugh! They all do nothing but wail: oh! and ah! sin and God. While I sing songs to them and laugh. If you sin for a copeck’s worth — you’ll die, and if you sin for a thousand roubles — you’ll die, and the devils will torment you just the same. There must be a joyous man in the world too, there must.”


    Laughing and joking, with a provoking expression, and looking like an old plucked greenfinch, he would disappear at last, while Ilia, having seen him to the door, smiled and shook his head. He felt sorry for Perfishka, but saw the uselessness of his pity, and besides it troubled him. Luneff had not left the past far behind him, and everything that reminded him of it aroused a restlessness in him. He was like a man tired out, who is resting, plunged into a sweet slumber, but the autumn flies buzz in a tiresome way around his head and do not give him any peace. When he talked to Paul and listened to Perfishka’s tales he smiled with interest, shook his head, but waited impatiently all the time for them to go. Sometimes he felt sad and uncomfortable, listening to Paul; at such moments he would hastily press money upon him, and, shrugging his shoulders, say, —


    “In what other way can I help you? I would advise you to break with Vera.”


    “I can’t break with her,” Paul said quietly. “One does away with what one does not need. But I need her, and many others need her too. They are tearing her away from me — that’s what it is. And perhaps it’s not with my soul that I love her, but out of anger and spite. In my life she is the very best, my sole bit of happiness. Must I really give her up? What will be left to me then? I sha’n’t let them have her, don’t you trouble! I’ll kill her, but won’t give her away.” Gratchoff’s hard face grew red and he clenched his fists tightly.


    “Do you notice anybody prowling around her?” asked Ilia, thoughtfully.


    “That I have not noticed.”


    “Then about whom did you say: they are tearing her away?”


    “There is a power that wants to tear her out of my arms. Oh, devil! My father perished through a woman, and I suppose that’s to be my lot too.”


    “It’s impossible to help you,” said Luneff, and felt a kind of satisfaction. He was more sorry for Paul than for Perfishka, and when Gratchoff spoke angrily an anger against someone blazed up in Ilia’s heart too. But the enemy who was dealing out injuries and spoiling Paul’s life was not to be found — he was invisible; and Luneff saw that his anger was just as unnecessary as his pity and all his other kind feelings towards people. All such feelings seemed to him useless and superfluous. While Paul knitted his brows and said gloomily, —


    “I know you can’t help me. How can you help? Who can help me? We are all alone in the world. Fate has said: work, bear and be silent. Then spue your soul out, and the devil take you!”


    And, looking into his friend’s face, he continued firmly, with ominous certainty, —


    “There, you’ve crawled into a corner and sit still. But I tell you — somebody does not sleep at nights for turning over in his mind how to cast you out.”


    “Well, not quite,” said Ilia, with a sneer. “I’ll stand up for myself! It’s not so easy to vanquish me.”


    “Oh, you, that’s enough! Do you think you’ll sell all your life?”


    “And what else shall I do?”


    “You’ll be dislodged! Or else you’ll throw it up yourself.”


    “Just catch me throwing it up!” said Ilia, laughing. But Gratchofif would not give in. He argued with persistence, looking sharply into his friend’s face.


    “I tell you, you’ll throw it up. It’s not in your character to sit quietly in a corner your whole life long. And for sure you’ll either fall into drink or ruin yourself — something is sure to happen to you.”


    “But why?” exclaimed Luneff in astonishment.


    “It’s just that. A peaceful life does not suit you. You’re a good lad with a heart. There are such people; they rejoice in good health their whole life long and are never ill, and suddenly down they fall.”


    “How, ‘down they fall’?”


    “They fall down dead.”


    Ilia laughed and stretched himself, straightening out his strong muscles, and heaved a deep sigh.


    “It’s all bosh!” said he.


    But in the evening, as he sat drinking his tea, he involuntarily recalled Gratchoffs words and began thinking of his business relations with Mrs Avtonomoff. Overjoyed by her proposal to open a shop he had consented to all their conditions; and suddenly it became clear to him that, although he had put into the business about four hundred roubles of Poluektoffs money, he was more like a shopman who had to give an account of everything to Tatiana Vlacievna, than her partner. This discovery astounded and angered him.


    “Aha! you kiss me so as to be able to put your hands into my pockets more easily!” said he inwardly to Tatiana Vlacievna. And he decided on the spot to put all the rest of his money into the business, buy out the shop from his mistress and break off the intimacy. This decision was easy to make. Tatiana Vlacievna had seemed superfluous to him before, but lately she had even become a burden to him. He could not get accustomed to her caresses and once said to her straight out, —


    “What a shameless creature you are, Tania.”


    But she only laughed in answer to him.


    She kept on telling him of the life of people of her class, and one day Ilia said in perplexity, —


    “If all you say is true, Tania, your decent life is not worth a damned farthing!”


    “Why? It is merry!” said Mrs Avtonomoff, shrugging her shoulders.


    “Oh, very merry, I must say! In the daytime nothing but a struggle for crumbs, and at night — lewdness. No, there’s something wrong.”


    “How innocent you are!” exclaimed Tatiana Vlacievna. “Well, listen.”


    And she began again to praise this clean, decorous life of the middle classes, and praising it showed him all its cruelty and dirt.


    “But is that good?” asked Ilia.


    “What a queer fellow! I do not say it is good, but I say that if it were not so life would be dull.” Sometimes she preached to him.


    “It is time you gave up wearing those chintz shirts. A decent man ought to wear linen underclothing. Please listen how I pronounce words and remember them. You must not say ‘undred, but hundred. And you must not say ar’n’t and ain’t — those are all peasants’ words, while you are no longer a peasant, although you are not polished enough yet.”


    She kept pointing out to him more and more often the difference between him, a peasant, and herself, an educated woman, and this gave offence to Ilia When he lived with Olimpiada he had felt sometimes that the woman was dear to him as a good companion, and sometimes it had seemed to him that he loved her with a calm love. Tatiana Vlacievna never aroused a feeling of companionship towards herself; he saw that she was more interesting than Olimpiada, he observed her with curiosity, but lost all respect for her. When he lived with the Avtonomoffs, he sometimes heard Tatiana Vlacievna praying before going to sleep, —


    “Our Father, which art in Heaven,” sounded her loud and hurried whisper from behind the partition, “give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses. Kiria, get up and shut the kitchen door; I feel a draught on the floor.”


    “Why do you kneel on the bare floor?” asked Kirik in a lazy voice.


    “Stop, do not disturb me,” and again Ilia heard the hurried and preoccupied whisper.


    “God, rest the souls of your humble servants. Vlas, Nicolas, Monk Mardari. Eudoxia, Mary; Lord, send good health to Tatiana, Kirik, Seraphine.”


    The hurry of her prayer did not please Ilia; he saw clearly that she prayed without any desire to do so, and simply from habit.


    “Do you believe in God, Tatiana?” asked he one day.


    “What a question!” exclaimed she in astonishment. “Of course I believe. Why do you ask?”


    “Just so. You try to get done with Him so awful quick,” said Ilia, with a smile.


    “Firstly, you ought not to say awful quick when you can say’very quickly’; and secondly, I get so tired after the day’s work is done that God cannot do otherwise than forgive me my negligence.”


    And, lifting her eyes in a dreamy way, she added with certainty, —


    “He will forgive all. He is merciful.”


    But when Olimpiada had prayed, she did so in silence a long time. She went down on her knees before the holy pictures, bent her head and remained like that motionless, as if she were turned to stone. Her face was full of sadness and severity, and she never answered questions.


    Now, when Ilia saw that in the affair of the shop Tatiana Vlacievna had cleverly duped him, he felt something like a repugnance for her. “If she were a stranger to me she might have done so,” thought he. “Everybody tries to cheat the other. But she is something like a wife to me; she kisses and caresses me. Vile cat! Only strumpets behave like that, and not all of them.”


    He became cold and suspicious towards her, and refused to meet her, giving various excuses.


    About this time another woman came into his life. She was Gavrik’s sister, who came to the shop sometimes to have a look at her brother. She was tall and slight and well-shaped, but not pretty, and although Gavrick told him that she was nineteen, she seemed to Ilia to be much older. Her face was long and yellow and worn; and she had a great many fine wrinkles on her forehead. The wide nostrils of her bird-like nose seemed to be expanded by anger, and the thin lips of her small mouth were always tightly compressed. She spoke distinctly, but as though unwillingly, between her teeth; she moved quickly with her head thrown back, as if she were boasting of her beautiful face; but perhaps it was the thick and long plait of dark hair which drew her head backwards. The big black eyes of this girl had a severe and grave expression, and her whole air conveyed the impression of something straightforward and inflexible. Luneff felt shy in her presence, she seemed haughty to him, and inspired respect. Each time that she appeared in the shop, he politely offered her a chair, saying, —


    “Take a seat, please.”


    “Thank you,” answered she, shortly, and, nodding to him, sat down. Luneff stealthily observed her face, which differed so greatly from all the women’s faces he had seen so far, her brown dress, which was well worn, her boots with patches and her yellow straw hat. She sat talking to her brother, and the long fingers of her right hand always rapped out a rapid and noiseless tattoo on her knee, while with the left hand she waved her strap of books in the air. It was strange to Ilia to see this haughty girl dressed so shabbily. Having sat in the shop for a minute or two, she would say to her brother, —


    “Well, good-bye. Don’t get into much mischief.” And nodding silently to the master of the shop, she would go away with the step of a brave soldier going into attack.


    “What a stern sister you have!” said Lunefif to Gavrik one day.


    Gavrik wrinkled his nose and opened his eyes wide, pouted his lips, and his face took a comically impetuous expression that very successfully reminded one of his sister’s face. Then he explained to Ilia, with a smile, —


    “That’s what she seems like. But it’s only pretence.”


    “But why does she pretend?”


    “Oh, she likes to! I can make any face I like too.” The girl interested Ilia greatly, and he thought of her in the same way that he had thought of Tatiana Vlacievna. “It would be good to marry such a one. She has a heart for sure.”


    One day she brought a thick book and said to her brother, —


    “Here, read this, it is very interesting.”


    “What is it, may I look?” asked Ilia, politely.


    She took the book out of her brother’s hands and gave it to Lunefif, saying, —


    “Don Quixote, the history of a certain brave knight.”


    “Ah! I’ve read a great deal about knights,” said Ilia, with a polite smile, looking into her face. She knitted her brows and began to speak hurriedly in a cold voice, —


    “You read fairy tales, but this is a good and clever book. A man is described in it who devoted himself to the defence of all those who were miserable and oppressed through man’s injustice; this man was always ready to sacrifice his life for the happiness of others, you understand? The book is written in a humorous style that was indispensable at the time it was written; but one must read it seriously and attentively.”


    “That’s how we’ll read it,” said Ilia.


    The girl was speaking to him for the first time, and for that reason he felt an unusual pleasure, and smiled. But she glanced at his face and said coldly, —


    “I do not think you will like the book.”


    And went. It seemed to Ilia that she had pronounced “you” particularly distinctly. This ruffled him, and he said angrily to Gavrik, who was looking at the pictures in the book, —


    “Well, this is not the time to read.”


    “But there are no customers,” replied Gavrik, without shutting the book. Ilia looked at him and was silent. In his mind sounded the girl’s words about the book; but of the girl herself he thought with displeasure, —


    “What a stuck-up creature.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXVI


    
      
    


    TIME wore on. Ilia stood behind the counter twirling his moustache, and sold his goods, but the days seemed to him to pass very slowly. Sometimes he felt a desire to shut up the shop and go for a walk, but he knew it would affect his business and did not do so. Of an evening it was also inconvenient for him to go away. Gavrik was afraid of remaining alone in the shop, and, besides, it was dangerous to leave the shop in his charge: he might set fire to it by accident, or let some rascal in. Business did not go badly, and Ilia began to think that perhaps a helpmeet would be necessary. His intimacy with Mrs Avtonomoff was growing weaker of its own accord, and Tatiana Vlacievna did not seem to have anything against this either. She laughed merrily and looked over the day’s accounts carefully, and when she sat in Ilia’s room, calculating the disks of the counting board, he felt that this woman with her bird-like face was odious to him. But sometimes she appeared before him, merry and lively, joking and flashing her eyes, and called Ilia her partner. Then he was allured again, and what he called a filthy entanglement renewed itself. Sometimes Kirik came in, seated himself negligently in a chair near the counter and chattered and joked with the small dressmakers, if any came for purchases while he was there. He had left off his police uniform, wore a suit of raw silk and boasted of his successful employment at the merchant’s.


    “My salary is six hundred roubles, and I gain as much, having the most moderate tastes. That is not bad, is it? I make profit cautiously and lawfully — ho, ho! We have changed our lodgings, do you know? Now we have very good ones. We have taken a cook — she cooks splendidly, the animal. In the autumn we will receive company and play at cards, that is deuced pleasant The time passes agreeably, and we can win, as there are two of us who play, my wife and I, one of us will always win. And the sum won pays for the reception of your guests — ho, ho! my fine fellow! That’s what is called inexpensive and pleasant living.” He settled himself still more carelessly on his chair, smoked a cigarette, and, puffing away, continued in a lower voice, —


    “I went into the country, not long ago, did you hear about it? And I can tell you the girls there are such — phew! You know, children of nature, so firm one can’t pinch into them, the hussies. And all that sort of thing is very cheap, the devil take me. A bottle of liqueur, a pound of gingerbread, and she’s yours.” Luneff listened to him and was silent. He was somehow sorry for Kirik, without accounting to himself why he was sorry for this stout and simple fellow, and at the same time he nearly always felt a desire to laugh when he saw Avtonomoff. He did not believe Kirik’s tales about his village exploits; it seemed to him that Kirik was only boasting and repeating what others said. And when he was in a bad humour he would say to himself as he listened, —


    “Struggler for crumbs.”


    “Y-yes, brother, it is splendid to make love in the bosom of nature, under the shelter of a hut, as they say in books.”


    “‘And if Tatiana Vlacievna heard about it?” asked Luneff.


    “She would not wish to know about it, brother,” answered Kirik, winking his eye slyly. “She knows that she ought not to know about it — ho, ho! A man is like a cock by nature. Well, and you, brother, have you a dame of your heart?”


    “I plead guilty,” said Ilia, with a smirk.


    “A small dressmaker? Yes. A little dark woman.”


    “No, not a dressmaker.”


    “A cook then. A cook is also good, she’s fat and appetising and warm.”


    Ilia laughed like one possessed, and his laugh convinced Kirik of the existence of the cook.


    “Change them oftener, change them oftener,” he advised Ilia in the tone of an experienced man.


    “But why do you think she’s a cook or a dressmaker? Am I not worthy of somebody better?” asked Ilia, through his laughter.


    “They become your position in life better than anyone else. You couldn’t have a love affair with some lady or young girl of good society, now could you?”


    “Why not?”


    “Oh, that is so easy to understand. I do not wish to give offence, but, my dear friend, you must know that you are a common man, a peasant, so to say.”


    “But — but she is a lady,” said Ilia, choking with laughter.


    “What a joke!” exclaimed Kirik, and burst out laughing too.


    But when Avtonomoff was gone, Luneff felt injured when he thought of his words. It was clear to him that, although Kirik was a kind-hearted and droll fellow, he considered himself an exceptional being, not Ilia’s equal, but higher and better, and at the same time he and his wife profited by Ilia a great deal. Perfishka told him that Petruha sneered at his business and called him a rascal, and Jacob told Perfishka that before he, Ilia, was better and more sincere and did not give himself such airs as he did now, and Gavrik’s sister also convinced Ilia that he was not her equal. She was a postman’s daughter, clothed almost in tatters, but she looked at him as if she were annoyed at his living on the same earth as herself. Since he had opened his shop, Ilia’s self-consciousness had grown even more sensitive than before. His interest in this plain but strange girl kept on growing, and he wanted to know from whence came that haughtiness in the poor, ill-clad girl before whom he quailed so. She never spoke to him first, and this stung him to the quick. Her brother served as an errand boy in the shop, and, if only for this reason, she ought to look upon him, the master, more graciously. One day he said to her, —


    “I’m reading your book about Don Quixote.”


    “Well, and do you like it?” asked she, without even looking at him.


    “Very much, indeed. It’s funny — he was such a queer fellow.”


    Then she looked at him. It seemed to Ilia that her black, haughty eyes, full of hate, glued themselves to his face.


    “I knew you would say something like that,” she said slowly and distinctly.


    Ilia felt something offensive, reproachful and unfriendly in these words.


    “I’m an uneducated man,” said he, shrugging his shoulders.


    She was silent, as if she had not heard him, and once again a frame of mind that had not invaded him for a long time took possession of him, and he was full of anger against people, and meditated deeply for a long time over injustice, his sin, and what awaited him in the future. This last question troubled him with special persistency. He liked his shop and his mode of life, as a rule, in those days. In comparison with his former life, this life was clean, peaceful and free. But was it possible that he would have to live like this for ever? stick in the shop from morning till night, then sit down to tea in solitude, alone with his thoughts, and go to bed, and then wake up the next morning and go into the shop again. He knew that many tradespeople, in fact, perhaps everyone, lived exactly like that, but probably they were all married and had children, drank vodka, and played at cards, and it was not likely there were men like him amongst them. In his outer and inner life he had many reasons to consider himself an exceptional person, different to other people. Tradespeople did not satisfy him, some were like Kirik, they boasted of everything they did and talked nothing but shop, others cheated openly. One day, thinking it over, he remembered Jacob’s words, —


    “May God keep you from luck — you are greedy.” And these words seemed to him to be deeply offensive. No, he was not greedy, he only wanted to live in cleanliness and peace, and be respected by others and not to be made to feel at every step that they said, —


    “I am higher than you, Ilia Luneff, I am better than you.” And he began meditating on what awaited him in the future. Would he be punished for the murder or not? Sometimes he thought that if a punishment fell upon him for his sin it would be unjust. He had not wished to strangle the merchant, “all had happened of its own accord,” said he to himself for the hundredth time. Many murderers, libertines and robbers lived in the town, and everybody was aware that they were murderers, libertines and robbers by their own free will, and yet they live, enjoy all the pleasures of life, and no punishment overtakes them.


    But to be just — every wrong done to a human being ought to be recompensed by the offender. And in the Bible it is said: “He rewardeth him, and he shall know it.” These thoughts re-opened the old wounds in his heart, and he blazed up with a turbulent yearning to revenge his spoiled life. Sometimes the idea struck him of going and doing something desperate, perhaps to set fire to Petruha Filimonoff’s house, and, when it was burning and people running from all sides, to cry out, —


    “It was I who set fire to it! It was I who strangled merchant Poluektoff!”


    People would seize him and judge him, and send him to Siberia, as they had sent his father. This revolted him and he brought his thirst for revenge down to the desire to tell Kirik of his intimacy with his wife and of going to the old man Krenoff and giving him a beating for tormenting Masha.


    Sometimes, lying on his bed in the darkness, he listened to the deep stillness, and it seemed to him that all of a sudden everything would sway and fall and begin eddying round in a wild whirlwind with a noise and a crash. This whirlwind would catch him up like a leaf fallen from a tree, and make him twirl round and round and destroy him, and Luneff shuddered from a foreboding of something unknown.


    One evening, when Luneff was just going to close the shop, Paul appeared, and, without any greeting, said in a calm voice, —


    “Vera has run away.”


    He sat down on a chair, put his elbows on the counter and whistled softly, looking into the street. His face seemed to be turned to stone, but his small, light-coloured moustache moved like a cat’s.


    “Alone or with somebody?” asked Ilia.


    “I don’t know. It’s three days since she went.”


    Ilia looked at him and was silent. Paul’s calm face and voice did not permit him to see how Gratchoff took his mistress’s flight; but he felt there was an irrevocable resolution under this calmness.


    “What do you think of doing?” asked he in a low voice, seeing that Paul did not intend speaking. Gratchoff stopped whistling and announced shortly, without turning towards his friend, —


    “I’ll kill her!”


    “You’re at your old game again,” exclaimed Ilia, waving his hand irritably.


    “I’ve broken my heart over her,” said Paul in a low voice. “Here’s a knife.”


    He took out of his shirt a small bread knife and flourished it before his face.


    “I’ll draw it across her throat just once.”


    But Ilia caught hold of his hand, tore the knife out of it, and threw it behind the counter, saying angrily,—” You’re like a bull which has armed itself against a fly.”


    Paul jumped up from his chair and turned towards him. His eyes flashed angrily, his face was distorted, his whole body quivered; but he dropped on to his chair again and said disdainfully, —


    “You’re a fool.”


    “And you’re mighty clever!”


    “The power isn’t in the knife, but in the hand.”


    “Well, go on!”


    “And if my hands were to fall off, I’d tear her throat with my teeth.”


    “Dear me, how terrible!”


    “Don’t talk to me, Ilia,” said Paul, calmly, once more in a low voice. “You can believe me or not, but don’t tease me. My fate teases me enough.”


    “But just think, you queer fellow,” said Ilia, softly and persuasively.


    “I’ve been thinking for more than two years. I’ve thought over everything; however, I’ll be off. What’s the good of talking to you? You are satisfied, consequently you’re no companion for me.”


    “And you just throw off your madness!” cried Luneff, reproachfully.


    “While I am hungry, body and soul.”


    “I wonder at the way people argue,” said Ilia, mockingly, shrugging his shoulders. “A woman is like a beast in man’s opinion — she’s something like a horse. ‘Are you willing to drag me along?’ says he. ‘Well, take pains and I won’t beat you. Ah, you don’t want to?’ Down comes a blow on her head! But, you devils! a woman is also a human being, and she has a character of her own.”


    Paul glanced at him and laughed hoarsely.


    “And what am I? Am I not a human being too?”


    “But ought you to be just or not?”


    “Ah, go to all the devils with this same justice of yours!” cried Gratchoff, furiously. “You can be just; it does not stand in the way of a satisfied person. D’you hear? Well, and good-bye.”


    He went quickly out of the shop, and, passing through the door, took off his hat. Ilia sprang from behind the counter after him, but Gratchoff was already walking down the street with his cap in his hand, waving it excitedly.


    “Paul!” cried Luneff. “Stop.”


    He did not stop, did not even look round, and, turning into a by-alley, disappeared. Ilia slowly went back behind the counter, feeling that his friend’s words had made his face burn as if he had looked into a heated stove.


    “How vicious he is!” sounded Gavrik’s voice.


    Ilia smiled.


    “Who is he going to kill?” asked Gavrik, coming up to the counter. He held his hands behind his back, his head was thrown back, and his rugged face was red.


    “His wife,” said Ilia, looking at the boy.


    Gavrik was silent, then, with an effort, announced thoughtfully in a low voice, —


    “And a neighbour of ours poisoned her husband with arsenic, about Christmas — a tailor, because he was constantly drunk.”


    “Such things happen,” said Luneff, slowly, thinking of Paul.


    “And this one — will he really kill her?”


    “Don’t bother, Gavrik!”


    The boy turned round, went to the door, and on his way to it muttered, —


    “But they marry all the same, the devils!”


    The evening twilight had already filled the street, and the windows of the house opposite Luneff’s shop were lighted up.


    “It’s time to shut up,” said Gavrik in a low voice.


    Ilia was looking at the lighted windows. The lower part of them was hidden by flowers and the upper by white blinds. Through the leaves one could see a gold frame on the wall. When the windows were open, sounds of a guitar, singing and loud laughter flowed into the street. In this house nearly every evening they sang and played and laughed. Luneff knew that a member of the court of justice of the district, Gromoff by name, a stout, ruddy man with a big black moustache, lived in the house. His wife was stout too, and fair, with kind blue eyes; in the street she walked with an air of importance, like a queen out of a fairy tale, and when she spoke she smiled. Gromoff had also a sister, a young girl, tall and dark-haired and of a dark complexion; many young officials paid court to her; they met at Gromoff s house nearly every evening and laughed and sang. Gromoffs cook, when buying thread, complained of her masters, saying that they fed the servants badly and kept back their wages. And Luneff thought,—” There, for instance, people live well.”


    “Really it’s time to shut up,” said Gavrik, with persistence.


    “Well, then, put the shutters up.”


    The boy shut the door and it became dark in the shop. Then he drew the iron bolt noisily.


    “Like a prison,” thought Luneff.


    His friend’s offensive words about satisfaction had wounded his heart as with a splinter. Sitting at the tea table he thought of Paul with anger, and he did not believe that Gratchoff was capable of stabbing Vera.


    “All the same, it was quite unnecessary for me to take her part. Let them all go to the dogs. They don’t know how to live themselves and don’t let others,” thought he, with exasperation.


    Gavrik sipped his tea noisily from his saucer and swung his feet under the table.


    “Has he killed her yet or not?” suddenly asked he of his master.


    Luneff looked at him gloomily and said, —


    “Drink your tea, and go to bed.”


    The samovar hissed and hummed, just as if it were getting ready to jump off the table. Out of the open window of the next house angry cries resounded.


    “Nifont, Ni-i-fo-ont!”


    Suddenly a dark figure stopped in front of the window and a trembling voice asked, —


    “Does Ilia Yakovlich live here?”


    “Yes,” cried Gavrik, and, jumping up from his chair, sprang to the door so swiftly that Ilia had not time to say a word to him.


    “It must be she!” said he in a loud whisper, holding the handle of the door.


    “Who?” asked Luneff, also in a half whisper.


    “The one that he wanted to kill.”


    He pushed the door open, and the slight figure of a woman in a chintz dress, with a handkerchief on her head, appeared in it. With one hand she took hold of the frame of the door, while with the other she pulled at the corners of the handkerchief that covered her head. She stood sideways, as if she were ready to go away. —


    “Come in,” said Luneff in a displeased voice, looking at her without recognising her.


    Starting at the sound of his voice, she lifted her head, and her pale little face smiled.


    “Masha!” cried Ilia, jumping up from his chair.


    She laughed softly, and, fastening the hook of the door, stepped towards him.


    “You did not recognise me, you did not even recognise me,” said she, stopping in the middle of the room.


    “Lord Jesus! But how is it possible to recognise you? What do you look like!”


    He took her by the hand with exaggerated politeness, led her to the table, bending over her and looking into her eyes, and not able to say what she looked like exactly. She was incredibly thin and walked as if her legs were breaking beneath her weight.


    “Where have you come from? Are you tired? Oh, dear, what a girl!” muttered he, putting her carefully into a chair and looking into her face.


    “That’s how he—” said she, looking into Ilia’s eyes, with a smile. His heart contracted painfully within him as he met her glance and smile.


    As she sat in the light of the lamp he could see her figure well. She leant against the back of her chair, with her thin arms hanging down, and bent her head on one side, breathing rapidly with her sunken breast. She seemed to be incorporeal, or as if she were made only of bones. Her chintz dress showed the lines of her angular shoulders, elbows and knees, and her thin face was terrible to look at. The bluish skin was tightly drawn on her temples, cheek bones and chin, and for that reason her mouth was half open, for her thin lips could not cover her teeth, and on her small, long face an expression of dull pain and fear was fixed. Her eyes looked dim and dead.


    “Have you been ill?” asked Ilia.


    “No-o,” answered she, slowly. “I’m quite well, it’s he who has made me so.”


    “Your husband?”


    “Yes.”


    Her slow and quiet words sounded like moans, while her exposed teeth gave her face the expression of something fishlike or dead, as if it were smiling with the smile that one sometimes sees on the face of the dead.


    Gavrik stood near Masha, looking at her, with his lips tightly compressed and fear in his eyes.


    “Go to bed,” said Luneff to him.


    The boy went into the shop, moved about for a minute, and then appeared in the door again. Masha sat motionless, only her eyes travelled from object to object, moving in their sockets with difficulty. Lunefif poured her out some tea, looked at her and could not find anything to ask his girl friend about.


    “Y-yes — he does torture me,” said she. Her lips quivered and she closed her eyes for an instant; and when she opened them two big, heavy tears trickled from under her eyelashes.


    “Don’t cry,” said Ilia, turning his head aside. “Better drink some tea, and tell me all, you will feel better.”


    “I’m afraid he will come,” said Masha, shaking her head.


    “We’ll turn him out,” said Ilia.


    “He is strong,” Masha warned him.


    “Have you run away from him?”


    “Y-yes, it’s the fourth time. When I can’t bear it any longer, I run away. The last time I wanted to throw myself into a well, but he caught me, and beat and tortured me.”


    Her eyes grew large with terror, inspired by her recollections, and her lower jaw trembled; bending her head, she finished in a whisper, —


    “He strikes my legs fit to break them.”


    “Oh!” exclaimed Ilia. “But why don’t you do something? Haven’t you got a tongue? Give notice to the police— ‘he tortures me,’ say! One is tried for that — and put into prison.”


    “W-well, but he’s the judge himself,” said Masha, hopelessly.


    “Krenoff? How can he be judge? What are you saying?”


    “I know he is! He sat in court for two weeks running not long ago — kept on judging. He came back hungry and angry. He caught hold of my breast with the tongs and began twisting and twirling it, as if it were a rag — look!”


    She undid her dress with trembling fingers and showed Ilia small, flabby breasts, covered with dark spots, which looked as if they had been chewed.


    “Do up your dress,” said Ilia, gloomily. It was disagreeable to him to look at the bruised and piteous body, and he could scarcely believe that it was his playmate, charming little Masha, who sat before him. She uncovered her shoulder, saying in an even voice, —


    “Look, how he has bruised my shoulders! And my whole body — he has pinched me black and blue.”


    “But what for?” asked Luneff.


    “He’s savage—’ you do not love me,’ he says, and pinches me.”


    “Perhaps you were no more a girl when you married him?”


    “Why-y, how? I lived with you and Yasha, nobody ever touched me. And even now I can’t stand it — it hurts me and is loathsome to me, I always feel sick.”


    “Be quiet, Masha,” asked Ilia, softly.


    She was silent, sitting on her chair as if she were turned to stone again, with her breast uncovered.


    Ilia glanced at her thin, bruised body from behind the samovar, and repeated, —


    “Button your dress up.”


    “I don’t feel any shame before you,” answered she in a hollow voice, beginning to button her jacket with trembling fingers.


    Everything was quiet. Then loud sobs were heard coming from the shop. Ilia got up, went to the door, and shut it, saying gloomily, —


    “Stop, Gavrik, go to sleep!”


    “Is that the boy?” asked Masha.


    “Yes.”


    “Is he crying?”


    “Yes.”


    “Is he afraid?”


    “N-no, he’s sorry, I suppose.”


    “For whom?”


    “For you.”


    “Oh!” said Masha, indifferently; and her lifeless face remained unmoved. Then she began to drink her tea, her hands trembled, and the saucer knocked against her teeth. Ilia watched her from behind the samovar and did not know if he were sorry for her or not; but it was painful for him to be with her, and he thought of her husband with hatred.


    “What are you going to do?” asked he, after a long silence.


    “I don’t know,” answered she, with a sigh. “What can I do? I’ll rest, and then they will catch me again.”


    “You must complain,” said Luneff, decidedly. “What does he torment you for? And who has the right to torment a human being?”


    “He was the same with his first wife,” said Masha. “He tied her to the bedstead by her hair and pinched her just the same. And once I was sleeping, and suddenly something hurt me. I woke up and cried out And it was he who had lighted a match and put it on my body.”


    Luneff jumped up from his chair and began speaking loudly and savagely. He said that she ought to go the very next day to the police, show all her bruises, and demand that her husband should be tried.


    She listened to his words and began moving uneasily in her chair, looking about her in a frightened way, and said, —


    “Don’t shout so — don’t shout so, please. They will hear you.”


    His words only frightened her. He soon saw that, and it became obvious to him that the girl, who had been so full of life and so gay only such a short time ago, was now tormented almost to death, and so stupefied by beating that she had lost all human shape.


    “Well, all right,” said he, sitting down on his chair again. “I’ll see to this business myself. I’ll find the way! And you, Mashutka, you’ll stay here for the night. Do you hear?”


    “I hear,” answered she in a low voice, looking round the room.


    “You’ll lie down on my bed, and I’ll go into the shop. And to-morrow, I—”


    “I would like to lie down now — I’m tired.”


    He pushed the table away from the bed in silence, and Masha fell on to it; she tried to wrap herself in the blanket, but could not, and, smiling feebly, said, —


    “How funny I am, just as if I were tipsy.”


    Ilia threw the blanket over her, readjusted the pillow under her head, and wanted to go into the shop, but she said anxiously, —


    “Don’t go away, sit with me a little. I’m afraid of being alone. I seem to see all sorts of things.”


    He sat down on a chair at her side, and, looking at her pale face, bestrewed with her curls, turned away. Somehow he suddenly felt ashamed, seeing her half dead before him. He remembered Jacob’s entreaties, Matitsa’s tales about Masha’s life, and he hung his head.


    “And Yasha gets beaten by his father too, Matitsa told me. What a destiny!” said she.


    “Such fathers,” said Luneff, through his tightly-clenched teeth, interrupting her low, lifeless discourse, “such fathers ought to be sent to Siberia. Your father and Petruha Filimonoff.”


    “My father is only weak, he’s not to blame for anything.”


    “If you can’t bring up your children, don’t give birth to them.”


    In the house opposite the shop someone was singing a duet, and the words of the song floated into Ilia’s room through the open window. A strong and powerful bass was articulating the words with great zeal: —


    “It is unknown to a disappointed man.”


    “Here, I’m falling asleep already,” muttered Masha. “How nice it is here, quiet and still — they sing well.”


    “M-yes, they sing,” said Luneff, smiling gloomily. “Some people are flayed alive, while others sing.”


    “And I cannot give myself up again.”


    “Once and—” a high note sounded exquisite in the stillness of the night, flying up to the heights lightly and easily.


    Luneff got up and shut the window irritably. The song seemed to him to be out of place, it made him annoyed somehow. The noise caused by the window-frame made Masha start. She opened her eyes, and, lifting up her head, said, —


    “Who’s there?”


    “I shut the window.”


    “Lord Jesus! Are you going away?”


    “No, no, never fear.”


    She moved her head about on the pillow, and fell asleep again. Ilia’s least movement, or steps outside in the street, disturbed her, she opened her eyes at once, and cried out in her sleep, —


    “At once, oh, at once.”


    Or else asked Ilia, putting out her hand to him, —


    “Is anybody knocking?”


    Looking out of the window, which he had opened again, and trying to sit motionless, Luneff was thinking of the best way to help Masha, and decided gloomily not to let her go away from him until the police had interfered in this business.


    “I must act through Kirik.”


    “We entreat you, we entreat you,” burst forth the loud song from Gromoff’s window. Someone was clapping his hands. Masha groaned, while the song went on: —


    


    “A pair of sorrel horses, harnessed at sunrise.”


    


    Luneff shook his head almost in despair. These songs and merry cries and laughter disturbed him. With his elbows on the window-sill he looked at the lighted windows opposite with dislike and violent indignation, and said to himself it would be good to go out into the street and launch a stone from the paving at one of the windows. Or, if he had a gun, to fire at those merry people with hail-shot. Hail-shot would reach them. He pictured to himself the frightened faces, covered with blood, the consternation and cries, and smiled with an angry joy in his heart. But the words of the song sounded in his ears against his will, he repeated them to himself and realised with astonishment that those merry people were singing about the burial of a harlot. This astounded him. He began listening more attentively, and said to himself, —


    “What are they singing for? What mirth is there in such a song? What an idea, the fools! To sing about a burial, and of such a person too. While here, only a few feet away from them, a human being is lying beaten almost to death.”


    “Bravo! bravo!” resounded in the street.


    Luneff smiled, looking first at Masha, then into the street It seemed strange to him that people could be merry singing a song about the burial of a harlot.


    “Vasili, Vasilich!” muttered Masha. “I won’t — Lord!”


    She began tossing about on the bed, as if she were being burnt, threw the blanket to the ground, and, throwing out her arms, lay motionless. Her mouth was half open and she lay gasping. Luneff bent over her hastily, afraid that she was dying; but, reassured by her breathing, he covered her with the blanket, and then climbed up on to the window-sill, and, pressing his face against the iron bars, watched Gromoffs windows. Over there they continued singing — first one voice, then a duet, then in chorus. Music and laughter resounded. Women passed before the windows dressed in white and pink and light blue. Ilia listened to the songs, and wondered, full of perplexity, how they could sing slow, dismal songs about the Volga, burials and untilled fields, and laugh after every song, as if nothing were the matter and it was not they who had been singing. Was it possible they found amusement in distress?


    Each time that Masha drew his attention towards herself, he looked at her and wondered what was going to happen to her. If Tatiana were to come in suddenly and see her? What was he to do with Masha? He felt as if he were suffocated by the fumes of charcoal. He was sick of the songs, of Masha’s groans, and of his own painful and disjointed thoughts. When he grew sleepy he descended from the windowsill and stretched himself on the floor by the side of the bed, with his coat under his head. He dreamt that Masha had died and was lying on the ground in the middle of a large shed, while around her stood ladies in white and pink and light blue, and sang over her, and when they sang sad songs everyone laughed, quite out of harmony with the singing, and when they sang something joyous they all cried bitterly and shook their heads sadly, wiping their eyes with white handkerchiefs. It was dark and damp in the shed, in the corner stood Savel, the smith, and forged an iron grating, knocking loudly with his hammer upon the red-hot bars. Somebody was walking about on the roof of the shed, crying out, —


    “Ilia, Ilia!”


    While he, Ilia, was lying on the shed too, tightly bound, and was scarcely able to move and could not speak.


    “Ilia, get up, please.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXVII


    
      
    


    HE opened his eyes and recognised Paul Gratchoff, who was sitting on a chair and pushing Ilia’s legs with his feet. A bright sunbeam looked into the room, lighting up the samovar, which was boiling on the table. The light blinded Luneff and he screwed up his eyes.


    “Listen, Ilia!”


    Paul’s voice was hoarse, as if after a prolonged state of drunkenness, his face was yellow and his hair dishevelled. Luneff glanced at him and jumped up from the floor, crying out in a low voice, —


    “What is it?”


    “She’s caught!” said Paul, shaking his head.


    “What? Where is she?” asked Luneff, bending over him and catching him by the shoulder. Gratchoff staggered and said in a lost way, —


    “They’ve put her into prison — they say she was led off yesterday morning.”


    “What for?” asked Ilia in a loud whisper.


    Masha woke up, and, starting at the sight of Paul, stared at him with frightened eyes. Out of the shop door peeped Gavrik, with his lips screwed up disapprovingly.


    “They say she’s stolen six hundred roubles from a merchant — his pocket-book — bills of exchange, they say.”


    Ilia gave his friend a push in the shoulder and left his side abruptly.


    “When she was searched they found it,” said Paul in a hollow voice. “She gave the assistant of the commissary a blow in the face, they say.”


    “Oh, of course,” said Ilia, with a gloomy smile. “If you’re put into prison, you’ll be put in with both feet.”


    Seeing that this did not concern her, Masha smiled and said in a low voice, —


    “If only I could be put into prison.”


    Paul glanced at her and then at Ilia.


    “Don’t you recognise her?” asked Ilia. “Masha, Perfishka’s daughter, don’t you remember?”


    “A-ah!” said Paul, slowly and indifferently, and turned away from Masha, who, on recognising him, was smiling at him.


    “Ilia!” said Gratchoff, gloomily. “And if she did it for my sake? She used to speak about it.”


    “Well, I don’t know for whose sake she did it — for yours or for her own — but it’s all the same now! Her singing days are over.”


    Luneff had not had time to come to himself. He had not had enough sleep and sat on the bed at Masha’s feet, unwashed and dishevelled, looking first at her and then at Paul, and feeling quite stupefied.


    “I knew,” he said slowly, “that no good would come of the whole business.”


    “She would not listen to me,” said Paul in a hollow voice.


    “There!” cried Luneff, with a sneer. “Therein lies the whole thing — she did not listen to you! And what could you say to her?”


    “I loved her.”


    “And what the devil is your love good for? What can you buy with it? You could not earn enough by work to give her enough to eat, let alone anything else.”


    “That’s true,” said Paul, with a sigh.


    Luneff began to get indignant. These events in Paul’s and Masha’s lives aroused anger in him and revolted him; and, not knowing against what to turn these feelings, he directed them against his friend.


    “Everyone wants to live in cleanliness and joy, she too. While you kept on: ‘I love you,’ that means live with me and bear a deficiency in everything. Do you think that’s right?”


    “And how ought I to have acted?” asked Paul, meekly, in a low voice.


    This question cooled Luneff a bit. He grew thoughtful involuntarily.


    “It would have been easier for me to have killed her with my own hand,” said Paul.


    Gavrik peeped out of the shop?”


    “Ilia Yakovlich! shall I open the shop?”


    “Let it go to the devil!” cried Luneff, irritably. “What business is possible under the circumstances?”


    “Am I in your way?” asked Paul.


    He was sitting on a chair, doubled up, with his elbows on his knees and looking at the floor. A vein stood out palpitating on his temple from the blood rushing to his head.


    “You?” exclaimed Luneff, looking at him. “You are not in my way. Nor Masha, either; it is something quite different. There’s something, as I’ve told you many times, which stands in the way of all of us — in yours, and in Masha’s, everybody’s. I don’t know if it’s our stupidity or not, only there’s no possibility of living decently.” Luneff looked round his small room; he glanced at Masha, who was lying on the bed motionless, with a despondent face, then into the shop, where Gavrik was drinking his tea, and then out of the grated window into the street, and went on speaking in an irritable, angry and hoarse voice, almost in despair, —


    “It’s impossible to live. There’s not enough space and everything is obscure and incomprehensible. When a man finds himself a clean corner, he has no peace. All is unreal somehow, painful and disagreeable. One does not understand anything. Everything hurts you. You hear people sing — that means, they feel merry. But it’s hurtful to listen to their songs when your heart is sore.”


    “What are you speaking about?” asked Paul, without looking at him.


    “About everything!” cried Luneff. “I feel as if nothing were of any damned good whatever. I don’t understand anything — perhaps. Well, let it be so: I don’t understand. But I know what I want: I want to live decently, in cleanliness, honesty and joy! I don’t want to see any grief or ugliness, sins or any sort of vileness. I don’t want to! I myself—”


    He stopped and grew pale.


    “Well?” asked Paul.


    “No, that’s not it. I didn’t do it on purpose,” continued Luneff, lowering his voice.


    “You keep speaking of yourself,” observed Paul.


    “And about whom do you speak, I should like to know?” said Luneff, with a sneer. “About her? And to whom is she necessary — to you or to me? Everybody suffers from his own sores, and groans for his own self. I’m not speaking of myself, but about everyone, for everyone troubles me.”


    “I’ll go away,” said Gratchoff, and rose slowly from his chair.


    “Oh, dear!” cried Ilia. “Try to understand and don’t take offence. I’m wronged too! People who are wronged ought to understand each other, then it would become clear who the offender is.”


    “I feel, brother, as if I had received a blow on the head, I don’t understand anything! I’m sorry for Vera, and there all ends for me. What am I to do? I don’t know.”


    “You can’t do anything,” said Ilia, decidedly. “Consider her as lost. She’ll be condemned, she was seized with the stolen object.”


    Gratchoff sat down on his chair again.


    “And if I say that she did it for me?” asked he. “Are you a prince? Just you say that, and you’ll be thrust into prison too. But you ought to trim yourself up. You had better wash yourself. And you too, Masha — we’ll go into the shop while you get up and put yourself straight; make us some tea. Behave as if you were at home.”


    Masha started, and, lifting her head from the pillow, asked Ilia, —


    “And must I go home?”


    “You needn’t. A man’s home is where he is not tormented at least. Come along, Pashka.”


    When they entered the shop, Paul asked gloomily,—” Why is she with you? She’s only half alive.”


    Luneff told him in a few words all about it.


    To his astonishment, Masha’s story seemed to cheer Gratchoff up.


    “The old devil!” swore he at the shopman, and even smiled.


    Ilia stood by his side, and, looking round the shop, said, —


    “Pillage, robbery, theft, drink, all sorts of vileness and disorder — our lives consist of nothing but that! One does not want anything of the sort — it’s all the same! you must float down the river with everyone else and you’re wetted by the same water. You must live as it is ordained for everyone. There’s nowhere to hide, not in a forest nor a monastery. You once told me not long ago that my business would not satisfy me.”


    He waved his hand round the shop, and nodded his head, with a disagreeable smile.


    “It’s true it does not satisfy me. What do I gain by standing on one spot and selling? I have much worry and have lost my freedom. It’s impossible for me to go out. Formerly I walked about the streets wherever I liked. I used to find a cosy corner and sit down and admire the surroundings. While now I have to stick here day after day and nothing more.”


    “If you could take Vera as a shopwoman?” said Paul.


    Ilia glanced at him, and was silent.


    “Come in!” Masha called out to them.


    At tea none of them scarcely spoke. Outside in the street, the sun shone brightly, the bare feet of children pattered on the pavement, sellers of vegetables passed the window.


    “Onion, green onion!” cried a woman, loudly. “Fresh cucumbers!”


    It was a reminder of the spring, of nice, warm and bright days, while the crowded room smelt of damp; sometimes a low, despondent word sounded, and the samovar reflected the sun and sang.


    “We seem as if we were at a commemoration of the dead,” said Ilia.


    “Of Vera,” added Gratchoflf.


    He looked quite crushed. His hands moved languidly, his face was despondent, and he spoke slowly in a hollow voice.


    “Pull yourself together,” said Ilia to him, drily. “What’s the good of letting yourself go so?”


    “My conscience torments me,” said Gratchoff, shaking his head. “I sit here and say to myself: ‘suppose it was I who drove her into prison?”’


    “And very probably that’s just it,” confirmed Ilia, pitilessly.


    Gratchoff lifted his head and looked at his friend reproachfully.


    “What are you looking at?”


    “You’re full of anger.”


    “And why should I be kind-hearted? And why, in the name of goodness, must I be gentle?” cried Ilia. “Who ever did me a kindness? Who ever patted me on the head? There was perhaps one human being who loved me — and that was nothing — a harlot! Ah! everybody can beat us, but we must remain meek? Not I, thank you kindly!”


    A burning irritation seized him, and his face grew red, his eyes became bloodshot, he jumped up from his chair in a fit of rage, seized by the desire to cry out, swear and beat the table and walls with his fists.


    He frightened Masha, and she began to cry loudly and piteously, like a child.


    “I’ll go home, let me go,” she said through her tears in a trembling voice, and bobbed her head as if she wanted to hide it somewhere.


    Luneff was silent. He saw that Paul, too, was looking at him with anger.


    “Well, what’s the good of crying?” said he, angrily. “I did not shout at you. And there’s nowhere to go to. I must go. I must. And Paul will remain with you. Gavrilo! if Tatiana Vlacievna comes — who’s there now?”


    Someone knocked at the door from outside. Gavrik looked questioningly at his master.


    “Open the door,” said Ilia.


    On the threshold appeared Gavrik’s sister. For several seconds she stood motionless and upright, with her head thrown back, and looked at them all with screwed-up eyes. Then an expression of repugnance appeared on her plain, cold face and, without returning Ilia’s bow, she said to her brother, —


    “Gavrik, come out to me for a minute.”


    Ilia’s anger blazed up. The slight made the blood rush to his head with such force that his eyes began to water.


    “Young lady, when people bow to you, return the greeting,” said he, impressively and discreetly.


    She lifted her head still higher, and knitted her brows. With tightly-compressed lips she looked Ilia up and down and did not say a word. Gavrik looked at his master angrily too.


    “It is neither to rascals nor drunkards that you have come,” continued Luneff, quivering with the strain. “You are treated with respect, and as an educated young lady you ought to respond with the same.”


    “Don’t ride the high horse, Sonka,” said Gavrik, suddenly, in a conciliatory tone, and, going up to her side, took hold of her hand.


    There was an awkward silence. Ilia and the girl looked at each other defiantly, and waited. Masha went quietly to a corner. Paul blinked his eyes.


    “Well, say something, Sonka,” said Gavrik, impatiently. “Do you think they want to insult you?” asked he. And, smiling suddenly, added, —


    “They’re a rum lot!”


    His sister pulled him by the sleeve, and asked Luneff drily and sharply, —


    “What do you want of me?”


    “Nothing, only—”


    But suddenly a bright idea entered his head. He made a step towards the girl, and said, as politely as he could, —


    “May I ask you? That’s to say, you see, there are three of us, we are ignorant people, while you have received an education.”


    He was in a hurry to set forth his idea and could not. He quailed before the straightforward and severe look of her black eyes; they rested motionless on him, and seemed to push him away. The girl’s nostrils quivered, and her fingers squeezed her brother’s hand nervously. Ilia dropped his eyes, and muttered irritably in confusion, —


    “I don’t know how to say it all at once. If you have time, come in and sit down.”


    And stepped backwards to let her pass.


    “Stop here, Gavrik,” said the girl, and, leaving her brother at the door, went into the room. Luneff pushed a stool towards her. She sat down. Paul went into the shop, Masha cowered in a corner near the stove, while Luneff stood motionless at two paces from the girl, and could not bring himself to open the conversation.


    “Well?” said she.


    “The — thing is this,” began Ilia, sighing heavily.


    “You see — a girl — that’s to say, she isn’t a girl, but married to an old man. He torments her — covered with bruises and pinched all over, she ran away, and came to me. Perhaps you think badly? There’s nothing.”


    He found his words with difficulty and he spoke falteringly, divided between his desire to relate Masha’s story and to put his own thoughts about the subject before the girl. Especially he wanted to tell the girl his own thoughts. She looked at him and her face grew softer, although her eyes flashed strangely.


    “I understand,” interrupted she. “You don’t know what to do? First of all, you must go to a doctor — let him examine her. I know a doctor — if you like, I’ll take her to him? Gavrik, see what time it is? Eleven? All right, that is his hour for receiving patients. Gavrik, call an isvoschik. And you — introduce me to her.”


    But Ilia did not stir. He had not expected that this grave, severe-looking girl could speak with such a soft voice. Her face also astounded him, as a rule haughty, it was now only full of anxiety, and, although her nostrils expanded more than ever, there was a good, simple and sincere expression on her face which Ilia had not seen before.


    But she had turned away from him, went up to Masha and began speaking to her in a low voice.


    “Don’t cry, darling, do not be afraid. The doctor is a good man — he will examine you and give you a paper, that is all! I will bring you back here. Well, dear, don’t cry.”


    She put her hands on Masha’s shoulders and wanted to draw her to herself.


    “Oh, it hurts,” moaned Masha, quietly.


    “What have you there?”


    Luneff listened and kept on smiling.


    “That — devil!” exclaimed the girl, revolted, and left Masha’s side. Her face was pale with horror, and indignation flashed in her eyes.


    “How she is bruised — oh!”


    “That’s how we live!” exclaimed Luneff, blazing up again. “You saw? I can show you something else, just as bad. Let me introduce you to my friend, Paul Savelievich Gratchoff.”


    Paul came slowly out of the shop and put out his hand to the girl, without looking at her.


    “Medvedeff, Sofia Nicolaevna,” said she, observing Paul’s despondent face. “And you are called Ilia Yakovlich, are you not?” said she, turning to Luneff.


    “Exactly so,” confirmed Ilia, briskly, squeezing her hand hard, and, without letting go of it, continued,—” Listen — if you’re like that — that’s to say, if you have taken upon yourself one thing, don’t disdain another. There’s a loop here too.”


    She looked gravely and attentively at his handsome and excited face, trying quietly to loosen her hand from his. He told her all about Vera and Paul, and spoke warmly and with passion, feeling that he was lightening his heart of a great burden. He gave her hand a good shake and said, —


    “He used to write poetry, and what poetry too! But this business has taken entire possession of him, and of her too. Do you think that if she is like that, there’s nothing more in her? No, don’t think so. A man never shows all the good or the bad that is in him.”


    “How?” asked the girl.


    “That’s to say, if a man is bad there is also good in him, and if there is good — there is bad too. Our souls are all many-coloured — everybody’s is.”


    “That’s quite true,” said the scholar, approvingly, and nodded her head thoughtfully. “That is very human. But, please, let go of my hand — it hurts.” Ilia began to apologise; but she did not listen to him and talked to Paul convincingly.


    “For shame, Gratchoff! one ought not to behave like that. One must act. One must always act: either defend oneself or attack. You must try and find somebody to defend her, a lawyer, do you understand? I will find you one, do you hear? And nothing will happen to her. I give my word of honour — she will be acquitted.”


    Her face was red, the hair on her temples was dishevelled, and her eyes flashed with a strange joy. Masha stood at her side and looked at her with the confidence and curiosity of a child, while Luneff looked at Masha and Paul with triumph and importance, feeling proud of the girl’s presence in his room.


    “If you can really help me,” said Paul in a broken voice, “do so. I’ll never forget it Although I don’t believe any good will come of it, still, I would like to believe it.”


    “Come to me at seven o’clock — all right, eh? Gavrik, here, will tell you where I live.”


    “I’ll come. I can’t find words to thank you.”


    “Why thank me?”


    “But I feel.”


    “Listen, let us drop that. People ought to help each other.”


    “Just wait for them to!” cried Ilia, with irony.


    The girl turned towards him quickly; but Gavrik, who felt himself the only sedate and sensible person in all this stir, pulled his sister’s hand and said, —


    “Go, you chatterbox.”


    “Yes, Masha, dress.”


    “I haven’t anything to put on,” answered Masha, timidly.


    “Ah, well, all right. Let us go. You will come, Gratchoff, yes? Good-bye, Ilia Yakovlich.”


    The two friends shook her hand respectfully and silently, and she went, leading Masha by the hand. But in the door she turned round again, and, throwing her head back, said to Ilia, —


    “I forgot, and it is very important! I did not say good-morning to you when I entered. That was a mean action, and I beg your pardon. Do you hear?” Her face was suffused with a blush and she dropped her eyes in confusion. Ilia looked at her, and something seemed to be singing in his heart.


    “I am very sorry indeed! I thought you were merry-making — it was stupid of me, but—”


    She stopped, as if she had swallowed some word.


    “And when you reproached me for not bowing to you, I thought it was the host who was speaking, and was mistaken! I am very glad, it was a feeling of dignity that made you speak so.”


    Her face suddenly lighted up with a kind, radiant smile, and she said heartily, as if she were relishing the words, —


    “Ah, how good it is when one meets a man who has a feeling of dignity! I am very glad, very, everything happened so awfully well! Awfully well!”


    And she disappeared like a small grey thundercloud, lighted up by the rays of the rising sun. The friends looked after her. Both their faces looked solemn, but a bit comical. Then Luneff looked round the room, and, giving his friend a poke, said, —


    “Stunning, eh?”


    The other laughed softly.


    “W-well, she’s a figure!” continued Luneff, sighing with relief. “How she — eh?”


    “Swept everything away like the wind!”


    “There, did you see?” said Ilia, triumphantly, drawing his hand through his curly hair.


    “How she apologised, eh? That is a real, educated person, who respects everyone, but will never bow first! Do you understand?”


    “A good person,” confirmed Gratchoff, smiling. “How long did she stop here? Almost an hour, but it passed like a minute.”


    “She flashed and was gone, like a star — ha-ha!”


    “M-yes, and saw at once what ought to be done for each of us.”


    Luneff laughed excitedly. He was glad that this haughty girl had turned out to be so simple and brisk, and was pleased with himself for behaving with dignity towards her.


    “Oh, dear!” exclaimed he, with regret. “I forgot, she flurried me so with her apologies!”


    “What did you forget?” asked Paul.


    “I ought to have kissed her hand. In their class, the educated class, it is done as a sign of particular respect.”


    Gavrik was moving around them and felt dull. “Well, Gavrik!” said Ilia, catching him by the shoulder, “your sister is a brick!”


    “Yes, she’s pretty fair!” confirmed the boy, condescendingly. “Shall we open the shop to-day? Or else it might be a holiday. I’d go for a walk in the fields!”


    “No business to-day! Paul, let’s go for a walk too!”


    “I shall go to the police-office,” said Gratchoff, knitting his brows again. “Perhaps they will let me see her.”


    “And I shall go for a walk.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXVIII


    
      
    


    FULL of joy and courage, Ilia walked down the street, thinking of the girl and comparing her to the others that he had met up to now. It was clear to him that she was the best and had been the kindest of all to him. In his memory echoed her words of apology; he pictured to himself her face, with expanded nostrils, that expressed in every feature an inflexible aspiration after something.


    “But how she took me up short in the beginning?” recalled he, with a smile, and fell into deep meditation as to why, not knowing him and not having said one word to him unreservedly, she had been so haughty and angry towards him?


    Around him was the turmoil of life. Schoolboys walked along laughing loudly, carts with goods passed, droskies rolled by, a beggar hobbled along in front of him, tapping the flagstones noisily with his wooden leg. Two convicts, under the escort of a bodyguard, carried something in a bucket on a pole. A seller of pears rode by, crying out loudly, —


    “Garden, sweet stewed pears!”


    And behind the seller of pears a small dog followed lazily, with its tongue hanging out of its mouth. Rumbling, crashes, shouts, trampling of feet, all melted together into a lively stimulating bustle. A warm dust hovered in the air and tickled his nostrils. In the clear blue sky the sun shone radiantly, suffusing the street with a hot glow. Luneff looked at it all with a feeling of pleasure that he had not experienced for a long time. Everything in the street seemed to be unusual and interesting. A pretty girl with a lively pink face hurried along, with an almost imperceptible skip, and looked at Ilia brightly and kindly, as if she wanted to say to him, —


    “What a capital fellow you are.”


    Luneff smiled at her.


    An isvoschik lifted his hat, and, bending down from his box, was saying with a grin to a stout lady, who stood on the pavement, —


    “It’s too little, ma’am, add five copecks more.”


    And Ilia knew by his eyes that he was lying, the rascal, and that the lady had given him his right fare. A shop boy was running along with a copper tea-can in his hand, letting all the cold tea run out and splashing the feet of the passers-by, while the lid of the tea-can rumbled merrily. It was hot and close and noisy in the street, and the dense foliage of the old lime trees in the town cemetery enticed one into the shade and quiet. Surrounded by a white stone wall, the luxurious vegetation in the old cemetery rose in a mighty wave to the sky, and at the top was crowned by a green lace-work of leaves that resembled foam. There, high up each leaf was cut out sharply against the blue sky, and, quivering softly, seemed to melt; and above the foam the golden crosses of the church shone brightly, surrounded by the reflected rays, seeming as if brought to life by their palpitation.


    Entering the cemetery, Luneff went slowly up the broad avenue, breathing in the fragrant smell of the blossoming lime trees. Monuments of marble and granite, clumsy, heavy and covered with mould, stood between the trees, in the shadow of their branches. Here and there, in the mysterious half light, gilded crosses and inscriptions, half effaced by time, shone dimly. Honeysuckle, acacias, white thorn and elder trees grew in the enclosures, hiding the graves with their branches. Here and there one caught a glimpse of a grey wooden cross amidst the dense waves of foliage; thin branches encircled it on all sides and it was almost lost amidst them. The white trunks of young birch trees, resembling velvet, shimmered through the network of dense foliage; sweet and modest, they seemed to be hiding in the shade on purpose to be seen better. The green mounds behind the palings of the enclosures were covered with bright flowers; a wasp buzzed in the stillness, two butterflies gambolled in the air, and moths noiselessly hovered about. From under the earth grass and bushes vigorously forced their way to the light, hiding the sad graves; all the vegetation of the cemetery was full of a tense impulse to grow, expand, to suck in light and air, and to transform the moisture of the rich earth into colour, scent and beauty, to caress the heart and eyes. Life conquers everywhere and life will conquer all. It was a pleasure to Luneff to walk in the stillness and to draw in with deep breaths the sweet perfume of flowers and lime tree blossoms. Within him all was quiet and peaceful too, his soul rested and he did not think of anything, experiencing the bliss of solitude, unknown to him for a long time. He turned from the avenue to the left into a narrow path and followed it, reading the inscriptions on the crosses and monuments. The palings of the graves surrounded him closely on all sides; they were rich palings, made of cast and hammered iron of studied elegance.


    


    “Under this cross reposes the dust of God’s humble servant, Bonifanti,”


    read he, and smiled; the name seemed funny to him. Over Bonifanti’s dust an enormous stone of grey granite was placed. And next to him in another enclosure reposed Peter Babushkin, twenty-eight years of age.


    “A young man,” mused Ilia.


    On a plain white marble column he read: —


    


    “By one sweet flower the earth has grown poorer,


    The heavens are richer — by one star.”


    


    Luneff mused over this distich, there was something touching in it. But, suddenly, something seemed to stab him to the heart; he staggered and shut his eyes tightly, but even with his eyes shut he still saw plainly the inscription that had so startled him. Bright golden letters on an enormous brown monument seemed to have cut into his brain: —


    “Here lies the body of Vasili Gavrilovich Poluektoff, a merchant of the second guild.”


    But in a few seconds he felt frightened of his fear, and, opening his eyes quickly, began peering suspiciously into the bushes around him. There was no one to be seen, only somewhere a long way off a requiem was being sung. The thin tenor of a priest sounded in the stillness: —


    “Let u-us pra-a-y.”


    A deep voice, which sounded as if it were displeased with something, answered, —


    “Have mercy upon us!”


    And the almost imperceptible tinkle of the censer reached him.


    Leaning his back against the trunk of a maple tree, Luneff stood with his head thrown back and looked at the grave of the man whom he had murdered. His cap was pressed by the back of his head against the tree, and was raised in front, leaving his forehead bare. His brows were knitted, his upper lip quivered, showing his teeth. He had thrust his hands deep into the pockets of his jacket, and his feet were planted firmly on the ground.


    Poluektoffs monument represented a tomb, on the lid of which an open book, a skull and two cross-bones were cut out in the stone. Next to him, in the same enclosure, was another tombstone, but smaller; the inscription said that here lay the body of God’s humble servant, Euprakcia Poluektoff, twenty - two years of age.


    “His first wife,” mused Luneff. This thought occupied only the tiny particle of his brain which was not taken up with the tense work of his memory. He was overwhelmed by remembrances of Poluektoff; his first meeting with him, how he strangled him, and how the old man wetted his hands with his saliva. In recalling all this Luneff felt neither fear nor repentance; he looked at the tombstone with hatred and with pain, and with a feeling of injury in his heart; and silently, full of hot indignation and with a firm belief in the justice of his words, he said inwardly to the merchant, —


    “I have spoiled my life through you, may you be damned! you old demon! How will I live now? through your fault. I have soiled myself through you for ever.’’


    “Through you,” rapped within him like a hammer. He felt a desire to cry out those two words with all his might, so that everyone should hear, and he could scarcely keep back this mad desire. Clenching his teeth till they ached, he kept looking, and thoughts about his life spread through his soul like fire. Poluektoffs small, vicious face rose up before him, and somehow Stroganoff’s bald head, with its red eyebrows, Petruha’s self-conceited snout, stupid Kirik, grey-haired Krenoff, with his snub nose and little eyes — a whole series of faces he knew stood up before him at Poluektoffs side. A din rang in his ears, and it seemed to him that all these people were surrounding him, pressing upon him and clambering straight at him.


    He pushed himself away from the tree, and his cap fell off. Bending down to pick it up, he could not take his eyes off the monument of the money-changer and the receiver of stolen goods. He felt oppressed by the heat and unwell, his face was flushed and his eyes ached from the strain. With a great effort at last he tore them away from the stone, went close up to the enclosure, caught hold of the bars, and, quivering with hatred, spat upon the grave; and as he went away from it he stamped hard upon the earth, as if he wanted to hurt it.


    He did not want to go home, his heart was heavy within him and a helpless cold weariness oppressed him. He went on slowly, not looking at anyone, taking no interest in anything and thinking of nothing. He went down one street, turned the corner mechanically, went on a little further, noticed that he was not far from Petruha Filimonoffs eating-house and suddenly remembered Jacob. And when he came to the gates of Petruha’s house, he deemed it necessary to go in, although he had not the least wish to do so. Going up the steps of the back entrance, he heard Perfishka’s voice, —


    “Oh, dear me! kind people, spare your hands, don’t break my ribs.”


    Luneff stopped in the open door, and saw Jacob behind the counter through a cloud of dust and tobacco smoke. With his hair brushed smoothly and wearing an overcoat with short sleeves, Jacob was bustling about, putting tea into teapots, counting the pieces of sugar, pouring out vodka and opening and shutting the drawer of the counter noisily. Waiters ran up to him, and, throwing down marks, cried out, —


    “A half bottle! A couple of beer! A ten copecks’ worth of roast meat!”


    “He’s got into the way of it!” mused Luneff, with irritation, seeing his friend’s red hands moving swiftly in the air.


    “Well, I’ll make him remember that fifty-copeck piece!” someone cried out, loudly and savagely.


    “Hullo!” exclaimed Jacob, joyfully, when Luneff came up to the counter, but the same instant looked round anxiously at the door which was at the back of him. His forehead was damp with perspiration, his cheeks were yellow and two red spots burnt on them. He caught hold of Ilia’s hand and began shaking it, giving a dry cough.


    “How do you do?” asked Luneff, forcing himself to smile.


    “As you can see. I sell.”


    “They’ve harnessed you in?”


    “What’s to be done?”


    Jacob’s shoulders drooped and he seemed to have grown smaller.


    “We haven’t seen each other for a long time,” said he, looking into Ilia’s face with sad and kind eyes. “It would be nice to have a talk — my father, by the way, isn’t at home. Listen! Go in there, and I will ask my stepmother to stand behind the counter.”


    He opened the door into his father’s room and called out in a respectful voice, —


    “Mother! come here, please, for a minute.”


    Ilia went into the room that had been his and his uncle’s, and looked round attentively. Everything was the same, except the wall-paper, which had grown blacker, and instead of two beds there was only one, with a shelf of books fixed above it. Where Ilia had slept stood a high, clumsy box.


    “Well, I’m free for about an hour!” announced Jacob, joyfully, entering and fastening the door with the hook. Would you like some tea? All right. Iva-an — tea!” he called out, and a fit of coughing seized him. He coughed for some time, resting his hand against the wall with his head bent down, and stooping as if he were trying to throw something from out of his chest.


    “Well, you do bark with a will!” said Luneff.


    “I’m falling away. I’m glad to see you again. So that’s what you’re like now — clean and important-looking. Well, how are you getting on?”


    “What’s there to tell about me?” answered Luneff, after a moment’s hesitation. “I’m alive, but how are you getting on, that’s more interesting?” Luneff felt no desire to speak of himself nor even any wish to talk at all. He looked at Jacob, and, seeing him so meagre, was sorry for his friend; but it was a cold-hearted sorrow — a senseless and empty feeling.


    “I, brother, bear my life more or less,” said Jacob in a low voice.


    “Your father has drawn all the life blood out of you.”


    “But he has fallen into such clutches himself now.”


    “It serves him right!”


    “Now, all the power is in my stepmother’s hands. Her will is law.”


    


    “What need have you of money?


    Caress me gratis, honey!”


    


    Perfishka was declaiming to an accompanient of his harmonica.


    “What is that box?” asked Ilia.


    “That? That’s a harmonium. My father bought it for me for twenty-five roubles. ‘There,’ said he, ‘learn to play it, and then I’ll buy you a good one,’ says he, ‘for about 300 roubles, we’ll put it into the eating-house and you’ll play to the public. Otherwise,’ says he, ‘one gets no good out of you.’ That was a clever device, in every eating-house there is an organ, while we have none, and I like playing on it.”


    “What a scoundrel he is!” said Luneff, with a smile. “No, why? Let him. It’s true that I am of no use.”


    Ilia looked steadily at his friend and said savagely,— “Just give him the following advice: ‘when I am dying, dear father, drag me into the eating-house, and charge five copecks a head to look at me dying.’ There, then he will get some good out of you.”


    Jacob laughed uncomfortably and again began coughing, catching hold of his chest and throat. Meanwhile Perfishka was telling about somebody in a lively way: —


    


    “He prayed and fasted with a will,


    Of victuals never had his fill,


    It put his bowels in a spleen,


    But of course it kept them clean.”


    


    “Heigho! there’s sanctity for you!” and his sonorous harmonica drowned the merry words of the song with provoking trills.


    “How do you get on with your half-brother?” asked Ilia, when Jacob had stopped coughing. The latter lifted his face, which was blue from the effort of coughing, and said chokingly, —


    “He does not live with us, his principles don’t allow him to. It’s an eating-house, they say. He’s not bad, only very important-looking, and carries himself like a nobleman. Nevertheless, he comes to his mother mostly for money — he’s in need of money very much.” Jacob lowered his voice and said sadly, —


    “Do you remember that book? Yes? He took it away from me. ‘It’s a rare book,’ said he, ‘and is worth a great deal of money.’ He took it away. I begged him to leave it to me, but no, he would not.” Ilia burst into a loud laugh. Then the friends began drinking tea. The wall-paper was torn, and through the cracks in the partition the sounds and smells of the eating-house poured freely into the room, a ringing and excited voice resounded, drowning everything else, —


    “Mitr Nicolaevich! don’t put a scoundrel’s construction on my honest words!”


    “I am reading a story, brother,” Jacob was saying. “It is called Julia, or the Dungeons of Madsini. It is very interesting; and how are you getting on with your reading?”


    “I spit upon your dungeon, and yet I live not much above earth myself,” said Luneff in a surly tone. Jacob looked at him with compunction and asked,—” Is there something wrong with you too?”


    Luneff did not answer. He was thinking if he ought to tell Jacob about Masha or not. But Jacob began speaking in a gentle voice, —


    “Ilia, you keep bristling and are full of rancour. Well, that is quite useless in my opinion. Because, you see, people — nobody is to blame for anything. Things are ordained, people do not make them. They were arranged in the beginning, and cannot be changed.” Luneff drank his tea and was silent.


    “And, ‘I will give unto every one of you according to your works,’ is quite true. For instance, my father. One can say straight out that he is a tormentor of people’s lives. But Thekla Timofeevna turned up, and down he goes under her heel. Now his life is hard enough, he has begun to drink for very grief, and it is not so long ago that they were married. And every man has to expect such a Thekla Timofeevna in the future for his bad actions.”


    Ilia grew tired of listening, he moved his cup impatiently on to the tray, and suddenly, quite unexpectedly even to himself, asked, —


    “What are you expecting now?”


    “That’s to say, from where?” said Jacob, quietly, with his eyes wide open.


    “Well, from — in the future — what do you expect?” Ilia repeated his question sharply and sternly.


    Jacob bent his head in silence and grew thoughtful. “Well?” asked Ilia in a low voice, experiencing a feeling of burning anxiety and a desire to leave the eating-house.


    “What have I to expect?” began Jacob in a low voice, without looking at him. “I have nothing to expect. I am dying, that’s all. And that I shall die soon is quite true.”


    He threw back his head and continued with a quiet, contented smile on his worn face, —


    “I see blue dreams. You understand, as if everything were light blue. Not only the sky, but the earth and trees, and flowers, and grass, and all! And everything is so quiet and still! Everything is so motionless — it seems as if there is nothing before you, and everything is blue. One feels so light, one seems to be walking a long distance, without end, without getting tired. And it’s impossible to understand if you exist or not? You’re so light. One sees blue dreams when one is going to die.”


    “Good-bye!” said Luneff, getting up from his chair. “Where are you off to? Stay a little longer!”


    “No, good-bye!”


    Jacob rose too.


    “Well, good-bye, then!”


    Luneff shook his hot hand and stared into his face in silence, not knowing what to say to his friend at the last.


    “Why are you looking so?” asked Jacob, with a smile.


    “Forgive me, brother,” said Luneff, with difficulty dropping his eyes.


    “What for?”


    “Simply so — forgive me.”


    “But am I a clergyman?” laughed Jacob, softly.


    “Here, wait a bit, I forgot to tell you about Mashutka.”


    “What?”


    “They say her life is hard too.”


    “Yes, I’ve heard so also.”


    “Apparently the fate of all of us is the same. Yours is, I know — it’s hard, eh?”


    He spoke with a faint smile; and the sound of his voice and his words seemed to be bloodless and colourless. Luneff opened his hand, and Jacob’s fell helplessly.


    “Well, Yasha, forgive me.”


    “God will forgive you! Come again?”


    Ilia went without answering him.


    In the street he instantly felt relieved and more at his ease. It was obvious that Jacob would die soon, and this thought aroused in him a feeling of irritation against someone. He was not sorry for Jacob, for he could not imagine how this straightforward, quiet lad could have lived amongst men. He had looked upon his friend as one doomed to disappear from life long ago. But one thought revolted him: why was such an inoffensive man so tormented and driven to death’s door before his time? And at this thought the rancour against life, that was now the core of his soul, kept on growing and gathering strength within him.


    He could not sleep that night. In spite of the open window the room was close. He went out into the yard and lay down on the ground under an elm tree, near the wall. Lying on his back, he looked up into the clear sky, and the more fixedly he looked the more stars he saw. The milky way, like a silver tissue, stretched across the sky from end to end — and to look at it through the branches of the tree was both pleasant and sad. Why is the sky, where no one lives, adorned with stars, which sparkle and shine, while the earth, what is it adorned with? Ilia screwed up his eyes and the branches seemed to rise higher and higher. On the blue velvety background of the sky, which was dotted with stars, the black patterns of the leaves looked like hands stretched out towards the sky in the attempt to reach its heights. Ilia remembered his friend’s blue dreams, and Jacob’s figure rose up before him, blue too, light and transparent, with bright, kind eyes like the stars. Here was a man tormented to death for living peacefully. While the tormentors live as they like and will go on living for a long time to come.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXIX


    
      
    


    JUST at this time something new, but disquieting, came into Ilia’s life. Gavrik’s sister began coming to his shop almost every day. She was always preoccupied, said good-morning to Ilia, giving his hand a good shake, and, having exchanged a few words with him, disappeared, always leaving something new in his thoughts. One day she asked him, —


    “Do you like your trade?”


    “Not very much,” answered Luneff, shrugging his shoulders, “but still one must earn one’s living in one way or another.”


    She looked at his face attentively with her grave eyes, and her face seemed to become still more intelligent.


    “One must live,” repeated Ilia, with a sigh.


    “Have you never tried to live by labour?” asked the girl.


    Ilia did not understand her question.


    “What did you say?”


    “Have you ever worked?”


    “Always. My whole life long. Now, I sell,” answered Luneff, perplexed.


    But she smiled, and in her smile there was something which stung him.


    “Do you think that trade is labour? Do you think it is all the same?” asked she, hastily.


    “What else? I get tired over it too.”


    Glancing at her face, Luneff saw that she was speaking seriously and not joking.


    “Oh, no!” continued the girl, smiling condescendingly. “When a man makes something, expending his strength on it, when he makes tape, ribbon, chairs, cupboards — that is called labour, do you understand?”


    Luneff nodded his head in silence and blushed: he was ashamed to own that he did not understand.


    “But what labour is there in trade? It does not give anything to people!” said the girl, with conviction, observing Ilia’s face searchingly.


    “Of course,” began he, slowly and cautiously, “that’s true. Trade is not hard, for one who is accustomed to it. But trade gives something too; if it gave no profits, what would be the good of trade?”


    She was silent, and, turning away from him, began speaking to her brother, and soon went away, saying good-bye to Ilia only by a nod. Her face was the same as before the affair with Masha — cold and haughty. Ilia began wondering if he had given offence by any careless word. He recalled all that he had said to her and saw nothing offensive. Then he began thinking over her words, and the more he thought of them the more they interested him. What difference did she see between trade and labour? She interested him more and more, but he could not understand why, being so kind, and not only feeling sorry for people, but knowing how to come to their aid, she had such an angry, provoking face. Paul used to go to her house, and spoke with rapture of her and the ways of her home.


    “When you go there, at once it’s: ‘Ah, good-morning.’ If they are at dinner— ‘Sit down and have some dinner’; if they are at tea — you must drink tea with them! Everything is so simple. There are always lots of people! It is merry. They sing and shout and argue about books. Books are heaped about everywhere, like in a shop. It’s crowded, and everybody hustles each other and laughs. The people there are all educated; one is a lawyer, another will soon be a doctor, then there are schoolboys and different people like that. You quite forget who you are, and laugh, and smoke, and all, together with them. They’re good people! Merry, but earnest.”


    “She won’t invite me, never fear,” said Ilia, gloomily “She’s proud.”


    “She?” exclaimed Paul. “I tell you — she’s as simple as can be! Don’t wait to be asked, but go straight. You’ll come and that’s all! It’s just the same as an eating-house there, by God! Everybody is at his ease. I tell you — what am I to them? But after the second time I felt quite at home there. It’s interesting! Full of noise and hubbub — words just fly about. They seem to play through life.”


    “Well, and how is Mashutka?” asked Ilia.


    “Pretty fair, she’s coming to herself a bit. She sits and smiles now. She is treated by a doctor, and milk is given her. Krenoff will catch it. The lawyer says they’ll give it strong to the old devil. Masha was taken to the coroner. They are seeing to my affair, too, and have taken steps to have the trial sooner. No, it’s good there! The lodgings are small, and the people are crammed in, like wood in a stove, and are all ablaze.”


    “And she herself?” questioned Luneff.


    Paul spoke of her in the same way as he used to speak of the convicts, who had taught him to read and write in his childhood. He was strung to the utmost pitch and spoke impressively, intermingling his words with ejaculations.


    “She’s a stunner, brother! In spite of her being still a schoolgirl — she orders everybody about> and the moment anybody says something that is not to her taste — she flares up — fr-r-r! like a cat.”


    “I know that,” said Ilia, with a smile.


    He felt envious of Paul: he wanted to go and see the haughty schoolgirl very much, but his vanity would not allow him to. Standing behind the counter, he thought, —


    “There are lots of people in this world, and everyone tries to get something out of everyone else. But what profit has she in taking Mashutka and Vera under her care? She is poor, I expect every morsel is counted in their house. That means she is very kind. But she talks to me like that. In what am I worse than Paul?” These thoughts took such a hold on him that he became almost indifferent to everything else. In the darkness which enveloped his life a crack seemed to have opened, and through it he felt, rather than saw, something with which he had not come in contact before shimmering in the distance.


    “My friend,” said Tatiana Vlacievna to him, drily and impressively, “you ought to buy some more narrow braid. The guipure lace is also almost quite finished. There are not enough black reels, number fifty, either. A firm offered me nacre buttons — a commission agent came to me to-day. I sent him on here. Did he come?”


    “No,” answered Ilia, shortly. This woman had become loathsome to him. He suspected that Tatiana Vlacievna had taken Korsakoff, who had recently been promoted to the grade of commissary of police, as her lover. She gave him appointments less often, although she continued to behave to him just as graciously and playfully as before. Luneff tried to evade these rare meetings under various pretexts, and seeing that she was not angry with him, he swore at her to himself, —


    “Dissolute creature — vermin.”


    She was especially odious to him when she came to the shop to verify the goods. Twirling about the shop like a top, she jumped upon the counter, got down cardboard boxes from the upper shelves, sneezed from the dust, shook her head and pestered Gavrik.


    “A shop boy ought to be dexterous and obliging. He is not paid for sitting at the door the whole day long and picking his nose; and when the mistress speaks to him, he ought to listen attentively and not scowl.”


    But Gavrik had a character of his own. He listened to the mistress’s twitter and remained quite indifferent; only when she climbed up to get down things from the top shelves, and lifted her skirts too high, Gavrik glanced at his master mischievously. He spoke to her roughly without any marks of respect for her as mistress; and when she went, he remarked to the master, —


    “She’s gone, the little wretch.”


    “You must not speak of your mistress like that,” Ilia tried to instil into him, keeping back a smile with difficulty.


    “What mistress is she?” Gavrik protested. “She comes, rattles away and then rushes off. You are the master.”


    “And she too,” replied Ilia, weakly, for he liked the steady and straightforward boy.


    “And she’s a little wretch, all the same,” Gavrik persisted.


    “You do not teach the boy manners,” said Mrs Avtonomoff to Ilia, “and, as a rule, I must say that lately there seems to be no enthusiasm nor love for the business.” Luneff was silent, and, hating her with all his soul, said inwardly, —


    “If only you would sprain your ankle, you anathema! jumping about here.”


    He received a letter from his uncle and learned that Terence had not only been to Kiev, but at St Sergius too, had nearly started for Solovki, but found himself at Valaam instead, and would be home soon.


    “That will be another pleasure,” thought Ilia, irritably. “For sure he will want to live with me.”


    And he began thinking of the best way to get his uncle to live separately; but he was not able to fix his thoughts on this for long, for customers appeared, and while he was occupied with them, Gavrik’s sister came in. She was tired and out of breath, and after greeting him, asked, nodding at the door of the room, —


    “Is there any water in there?”


    “I’ll bring you some in a minute,” said Ilia.


    “I will get some myself.”


    She went into the room, and remained there until Luneff had finished serving his customers and came in. He found her standing before “The Steps of a Man’s Life.” Turning her head towards Ilia, the girl indicated the picture with her eyes and said, —


    “How trivial.”


    Luneff was disconcerted by her remark, and smiled, feeling guilty.


    “Brr-r! How commonplace,” said she, with disgust, and before he had time to ask any explanation, she was gone.


    In a few days she brought her brother his linen and reprimanded him for being careless with his clothes — tearing and soiling them.


    “Well, well,” said Gavrik, rebelliously, “there you go. The mistress is always snapping at me, and now you are going to begin.”


    “Does he get into much mischief?” asked the schoolgirl of Ilia.


    “N-no, not more than he can,” answered Lunefif, affably.


    “I am quite meek,” said the boy.


    “His tongue is a bit long,” said Ilia.


    “Do you hear?” said his sister, frowning.


    “Yes, I hear,” responded the other, angrily.


    “It’s nothing,” said Ilia, condescendingly. “A man who knows how to show his teeth has an advantage over others. Some are silent when they’re beaten, and then they are beaten to death.”


    The schoolgirl listened to his words and something like pleasure appeared on her face. Ilia noticed this.


    “I wanted to ask you something,” said he in confusion.


    “What?”


    The girl went up close to him, looking straight into his eyes. He could not stand her gaze, and, bending his head, continued, —


    “I understand you do not like tradesmen?”


    “Not much.”


    “Why?”


    “They live by other people’s labour,” explained the girl, distinctly.


    Ilia threw his head up and raised his brows. These words not only astonished him, but made him angry, and she had uttered them so simply and distinctly.


    “That is not true,” said Luneff, loudly, after a pause Her face quivered and grew red.


    “How much does that ribbon cost you?” asked she, drily and sternly.


    “Ribbon? this one? Seventeen copecks an archin.”


    “For how much do you sell it?”


    “Twenty copecks.”


    “There you are. The three copecks that you take do not belong to you, but to the man who made the ribbon. Do you understand?”


    “No,” owned Luneff.


    A hostile look flashed in the girl’s eyes. He saw it clearly and quailed before her, but the same instant grew angry with himself for his timidity.


    “Yes, I suppose it is not easy for you to understand such a simple thing,” said she, stepping back from the counter towards the door. “Picture to yourself that you are the workman and that you make all these things.”


    She waved her hand round the shop and continued telling him how labour enriches everyone except the person who performs the labour. At first she spoke as usual, drily and distinctly, and her plain face was expressionless; but soon she knitted her brows, frowned, her nostrils expanded, and, throwing her head back, she threw at Ilia, point blank, powerful words, full of youthful, inflexible confidence.


    “The tradesman stands between the worker and buyer, he does not do any labour, but raises the price of the object — trade is a lawful robbery.”


    Ilia felt insulted, but could not find any words in answer to this impertinent girl, who said straight to his face that he did nothing and was a thief. He clenched his teeth listening to her, and did not believe in her words, could not believe in them. And while searching for a word that would upset her whole theory and bring her to silence — he admired her daring, and the insulting words which astonished him aroused in him the uncomfortable question— “Why?”


    “All that is not so!” he interrupted her at last in a loud voice, for he felt that he could not listen to her words in silence any longer. “No, I do not agree!” A stormy irritation was rising in his breast and his face grew red and white.


    “Refute it!” said the girl, calmly, sitting down on a stool, and, throwing her long plait over her shoulder on to her knees, began playing with it.


    Luneff kept turning his head, so as not to meet her hostile glance.


    “And I will refute it — by my whole life! Perhaps I have sinned deeply before I attained this.”


    “All the worse for you. But that is not a refutation,” said the girl, and Ilia felt as if she had splashed cold water into his face. He rested his hands against the counter, bent down as if he were going to jump over it, and — angry with her and astonished at her coolness — looked at her for several seconds in silence, shaking his curly head. Her cool gaze and quiet confident face restrained his wrath and disconcerted him. He felt something firm and fearless in her; and the words necessary to refute her found no way to his tongue.


    “Well?” asked she, challenging him coolly. Then she smiled and said triumphantly, —


    “You cannot refute me, because I spoke the truth.”


    “Can’t I?” asked Luneff in a hollow voice.


    “No, you cannot! What can you say?”


    She smiled again condescendingly.


    “Good-bye,” and went with her head held higher than usual.


    “It’s all bosh! It is not true!” cried Luneff, after her; but she did not look back at his cry. Ilia dropped on to a stool. Gavrik, who was standing in the door, watched him, and was, apparently, very pleased with his sister’s behaviour, for his face had a self-confident and victorious expression.


    “What are you looking at?” cried Luneff, angrily, feeling that the boy’s gaze was disagreeable to him.


    “Nothing!” answered the boy.


    “That’s better!” said Luneff, threateningly, and after a pause added, —


    “You can go for a walk!”


    He wanted to be alone; but even then he could not collect his thoughts. He did not inquire into the meaning of what the girl had said to him, but only felt that her words were insulting. Leaning his elbow against the counter, he thought, —


    “What did she abuse me for? What have I done to her? Yet she’s kind. She came, condemned me and went, without any justice, not having asked anything. The educated creature. Well, just come again, I’ll answer you.”


    He threatened her, but looked for the fault about which she had insulted him within himself. He remembered how Paul spoke of her wit and simplicity.


    “She doesn’t touch Pashka, you bet;” and, lifting his head, he saw himself in the glass. He looked closely at his reflection and seemed to be asking it a question. His black moustache moved on his upper lip, his black eyes looked tired, and two red spots burned on his cheek bones; but his face even now — troubled and slightly morose from the insult — was nevertheless handsome with a coarse, peasant-like beauty, and was better than Paul Gratchoff’s sickly, yellow, lean face.


    “Is it possible that she prefers Pashka to me?” thought he. And instantly answered himself,— “And what does my face matter to her? I’m no suitor. She’ll marry some doctor, or lawyer, or official. Of what interest can the likes of me be to her?”


    He smiled bitterly and again began asking himself,—” But why did she invite Pashka? Why does she insult me with her words? A tradesman the same as a thief? He does not work, indeed? I live by the labour of others! But who sticks here from morning till night, I should like to know?”


    He now began to refute her, and found many words that justified his life; but she was not there, and these words only irritated him, and did not efface the feeling of insult that flamed in his heart. He got up and went into the room, drank a glass of water and looked round. It was gloomy and close in this small, low room with the iron grating over the window. The bright blot of the picture caught his eye. Standing in the door, he stared at “The Steps of a Man’s Life,” that were measured out so accurately, and thought, —


    “That’s a lie. Do people live like that?”


    He looked at the picture for a long time, inwardly applying the measure which was drawn with such vivid colours to his own life.


    “Is that so?” he kept on saying to himself; and suddenly added hopelessly, —


    “And if it is so — it’s weary work all the same. It’s clean, but not joyous.”


    Going slowly up to the wall, he tore down the picture and carried it into the shop. There he spread it out on the counter and again began examining the changes in man’s life that were painted on it, and this time he looked with a sneer. He looked and kept thinking of Gavrik’s sister.


    “It’s as if she knew that I strangled the old man. She cannot like me if she said all that.”


    Thoughts revolved in his head slowly and heavily, and the picture made his sight grow dim; he crumpled it up and threw it down on the counter, but it rolled down to his feet. Irritated by this, he lifted it up again, crumpled it up tighter, and flung it out of the door into the street.


    The street was full of noise. On the opposite side someone was walking along the pavement with a stick. The stick tapped the flagstones between his footsteps, and it seemed as if he had three feet. Pigeons cooed; somewhere in the distance there was a rumble of iron — probably a chimney-sweeper was walking upon a roof. An isvoschik passed the shop; the cabman was dozing and his head wagged; everything swayed around Ilia. He took up the counting - board, looked at it and marked twenty copecks. He looked again, and took away seventeen. There remained three copecks. He drew his nail across the disks, they spun round on the wire with a soft sound, and, disuniting, stopped.


    Ilia sighed, pushed the counting-board away, leant his chest against the counter and remained motionless, listening to the beatings of his heart.


    The next day Gavrik’s sister came again. She was the same as usual; in the same old dress, with the same expression.


    “There you are,” muttered Luneff, angrily, looking at her from out of the room. He bent his head unwillingly in answer to the girl’s greeting; but she suddenly smiled kindly, and asked gently, —


    “Why are you so pale? Are you not well?”


    “I’m quite well,” answered Ilia, shortly, trying not to show the feeling which was aroused in him by her attention; it was a good and joyous one; the girl’s smile and words had touched his heart softly and warmly, but he decided to pretend that he was offended, inwardly hoping that she would say another kind word and smile again. He made his decision, and waited, pouting and not looking at her.


    “You seem to be offended with me?” sounded her voice firmly. The tone was so different to that of her first words that Ilia looked uneasily up at her; she was now the same as usual, haughty and with an arrogant and provoking expression in her dark eyes.


    “I’m used to insults,” said Luneff, and gave her a challenging smile straight in the face, but feeling at the same time a cold disappointment.


    “Ah! you are playing,” thought he. “You first give a pat and then a blow! Well, that won’t do.”


    “I did not want to insult you.”


    The word “you” she pronounced particularly loudly in a patronising way, as it seemed to Ilia.


    “It’s rather difficult for you to insult me,” said he, loudly and impertinently. “I know your worth: you’re not a high-flown bird!”


    She drew herself up at the words with her eyes wide open from astonishment; but Ilia saw nothing; a wild desire to pay her out laid hold of him like fire, and with intentional slowness he flung heavy, coarse words at her.


    “These pretensions of gentility and haughtiness don’t cost you much, anyone can acquire them in the gymnasium. And if it were not for the gymnasium, you would be a dressmaker or housemaid, you could not be anything else because of your poverty — is not that the truth?”


    “What are you saying?” exclaimed she in a low voice.


    Ilia looked at her face and saw with pleasure her nostrils expanding and her cheeks flushing.


    “I’m saying what I think. And I’m of the opinion that all your cheap pretensions are not worth a brass farthing!”


    “I have no pretensions!” cried the girl in a ringing voice. Her brother ran up to her, caught her by the hand, and, looking at his master with angry eyes, cried out, —


    “Let’s go away, Sonka!”


    Luneff cast a look at them and said coldly, full of hate, —


    “Yes, you can go. I don’t need you, nor you me.” They both flashed strangely before his eyes, and disappeared. He laughed after them. Then, remaining alone in the shop, he stood motionless for several minutes, drinking in the sweetness of successful revenge. The girl’s indignant, perplexed and slightly frightened face was stamped deep in his memory, and he was satisfied with himself.


    “What a boy,” whirled in his brain disjointedly; Gavrik’s behaviour disturbed him slightly and spoiled his frame of mind.


    “There’s haughtiness for you,” thought he, smiling inwardly. “If Tanka were to come I’d give it her too.” He felt a desire to push everyone away from him, to push them roughly, and insultingly, and felt himself capable of doing it.


    But Tanichka did not come; he remained alone the whole day, and that day seemed to him to be strangely long. Going to bed, he felt lonely and more wronged by this solitude than by the girl’s words. He thought of Olimpiada, and said to himself that, of all people, this woman had been the best to him. With closed eyes he listened to the stillness of the night, and waited for sounds, and when a sound reached him he started, and, lifting his head fearfully from the pillow, looked into the darkness with wide-open eyes. Not till the morning could he go to sleep; he was oppressed by a feeling of expectancy, and of being locked up in a cellar, choking for want of air, and other worrying disconnected sensations. He got up with a headache, intended putting the samovar to boil, but did not, and, having drunk a can of water, opened the shop.


    About midday Paul came in, angry and scowling. Without saying good-morning to his friend, he asked straight out, —


    “What do you mean by forgetting yourself like that?”


    Ilia understood what he was alluding to, and, shaking his head hopelessly, remained silent, saying to himself, —


    “This one is against me too.”


    “What did you insult Sofia Nicolaevna for?” questioned Paul, sternly, standing before him. In Gratchoffs sullen face and his reproachful eyes Ilia read his condemnation, but cared little. Slowly, and in a tired voice, he said, —


    “You ought to say good-morning first, at least, and take off your cap, there’s a holy picture here.”


    But Paul seized his cap by the brim, put it on more firmly, and, screwing up his lips provokingly, began to speak hastily and excitedly in a trembling voice, —


    “Go on giving yourself airs. You’ve grown rich, you’ve eaten your fill. Just remember how you said: ‘there is nobody for us!’ And when somebody turns up, you drive her away. Oh, you tradesman.”


    A feeling of utter indifference prevented Ilia from answering his friend. He looked at Paul’s excited and mocking face coolly, and felt that his reproaches did not make any impression on him. The yellow hair of Gratchoffs moustache and beard looked like mould on his thin face, and Luneff looked at him, saying to himself indifferently, —


    “He’s abusing me. That means she has complained to him. But did I insult her very much? I could have said worse.”


    “She understands everything and can explain everything, and you behaved to her like that — oh!” said Paul, mingling his sentences as usual with ejaculations. “They are all good people, clever, they know all the laws by heart — yes! You ought to have kept hold of her, but you—”


    “Stop, Pashka,” said Luneff, slowly. “What are you teaching me for? I do as I like.”


    “What are you doing? Raising brawls.’’


    “I live as I like. I’m weary of you all. You come and talk.”


    And, leaning heavily against the shelves, Lunefif said thoughtfully, as if he were asking himself, —


    “And what can you say?”


    “She can, everything,” exclaimed Paul, with firm conviction, and even lifted his hand as if he were going to take an oath. “They know everything.”


    “Well, go to them, then,” advised Ilia, indifferently. Paul’s words and excitement were disagreeable to him, and he felt no inclination to answer him. A weariness that seemed heavy and immovable clogged his impulses and hindered him from speaking and thinking. He wanted to be alone, to hear nothing and see nothing.


    “I will go,” said Paul, threateningly. “I will go because I see it is only near them that life is possible, near them one finds everything that one needs, yes! They know the truth. Never have I lived as I live now, decently. Who ever respected me before?”


    “Don’t shout,” said Ilia in a low, feeble voice.


    “You blockhead!” cried Paul.


    Just at that moment a girl came into the shop and asked for a dozen shirt buttons. Ilia gave what she required without haste, took the twenty-copeck coin from her, rubbed it between his fingers, and, giving it back to her, said, —


    “I have no change, bring it another time.”


    There was change in the desk, but the key was in the room, and Lunefif did not want to fetch it. After the girl had gone Paul did not renew the conversation. Standing behind the counter, he clapped his knee with his cap, which he had taken off his head, and looked at his friend as if he were waiting. But Luneff had turned away from him and was whistling softly through his set teeth. The rumble of carts and the sound of hurrying footsteps came in from the street, and the dust flew in.


    “Well?” asked Paul, defiantly.


    “Nothing,” answered Luneff, after a pause.


    “Nothing at all.”


    “Leave me in peace, for Christ’s sake!” exclaimed Luneff, impatiently.


    Gratchoff thrust his cap on without saying a word, and went out quickly. Ilia looked after him, moving his eyes slowly and not turning his head.


    “Is it that I don’t feel well, then?” he asked himself. A big brown dog looked in at the door, wagged its tail and disappeared, then a beggar woman, with grey hair and a big nose, appeared in the door. She bowed and said in a low voice, —


    “Give me alms, little father, benefactor!”


    Luneff refused her with a silent shake of his head. In the street the noise of a work day throbbed in the hot air. It seemed as if an enormous stove were being heated, and the wood devoured by the fire crackled and breathed out a hot flame. Iron rumbled — dray carts were passing by, the long strips of iron hanging down from the carts touched the stones of the paving, and emitted piercing sounds, as if in pain, and roared and rumbled. A grinder was sharpening a knife, and the angry, hissing sound cut through the air.


    “Cherries from Vladimir,” cried a hawker in a harmonious voice.


    Every minute brings forth something new and unexpected, and life strikes the air by the variety of its sounds, its untiring movement and its eternal creative power; but in Luneff’s soul all was still and dead: everything seemed to have stopped within him, there were neither thoughts, nor desires, but only a great weariness. In this state of mind he passed the whole day and the night, full of nightmares, and many following nights and days. People came and bought what they needed, and went away, while he looked after them with the dismal thought, —


    “They have no need of me, nor I of them. It’s only like this at first, afterwards I’ll get accustomed to it. I will live alone, I will.”


    Instead of Gavrik, the landlord’s cook, a surly, thin woman, with a red face, put the samovar to boil and brought him his dinner. Her eyes were colourless and expressionless. Sometimes after glancing at her, Luneff felt an indignation in the depths of his soul.


    “Is it possible that I shall never see anything good in my whole life?”


    And he said to himself gloomily and hopelessly, —


    “My life is passing at random.”


    He had grown accustomed to heterogeneous impressions, and, although they agitated and angered him, he felt that it was better to live with them than without them. People brought them; but now his friends had disappeared, and only buyers were left. The sensation of loneliness, and yearning after a good life, was soon drowned by his indifference to everything, and the days passed slowly, full of a kind of oppression.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXX


    
      
    


    ONE evening, after having shut his shop, Ilia went out into the yard, lay down under an elm tree and heard a noise at the other side of the wall. Someone was making a noise with her tongue and saying in a low voice, —


    “Oh, oh, oh, my doggie. My dear little doggie.”


    Through a chink between the palings Ilia saw a tall, grey-haired woman with a long face. She was sitting on a bench, and a big yellow dog, with his paws on her knees and his nose lifted high in the air, was trying to lick her face. The woman turned her head away, and smiled, stroking the dog.


    “They caress a dog, that means they have nobody else to caress,” thought Ilia. With a deep pain in his heart he remembered Gavrik and his sister, then Pashka and Masha.


    “When they had need of me they came. The devil take you all! I will go to Jacob to-morrow.”


    “My fine doggie!” mumbled the woman behind the wall.


    “If Tanka would only come!” said Ilia to himself, dismally; but Tatiana Vlacievna was staying in the country a long way from the town. He was not able to go and see Jacob, however, for Uncle Terence arrived. He arrived in the morning. Ilia was just awake and was sitting on his bed thinking that here was another day come which it was necessary to get through.


    “One lives as if one were going through a swamp in autumn. It’s cold and clammy, one gets very tired but progresses slowly.”


    Someone in the yard rapped at the door in short, repeated knocks.


    Ilia got up thinking it was the cook who had come to fetch the samovar, opened the door and found himself face to face with his uncle.


    “Oh, oh!” said Terence, shaking his head and smiling mockingly, “it will soon be nine o’clock and your shop is not open yet, you tradesman!”


    Ilia stood in front of him, hindering him from entering, and smiled too. Terence’s face was sunburnt, but seemed somehow to have grown younger, his eyes were joyous and bright. Bags and bundles lay at his feet, and he, standing amongst them, looked like a bundle himself.


    “How do you do, nephew? Let me enter your den, then!”


    Ilia stepped aside and began bringing in the bundles in silence, while Terence looked round for the holy picture with his eyes, crossed himself, and, bowing, said, —


    “The Lord be praised, here I am home again! Well, good-morning, Ilia!”


    When Luneff embraced his uncle, he felt that the hunchback’s body was firm and strong.


    “I would like to wash myself,” said Terence, loudly, looking round the room. He did not stoop, as before; travelling about with his bundle at his back seemed to have pulled his hump down lower — and Terence had grown straighter and carried his head thrown back.


    “How are you getting on?” he asked his nephew, throwing handfuls of water into his face.


    Ilia felt pleasure in seeing his uncle so changed. He busied himself at the table preparing tea, and answered the hunchback’s questions willingly, though with reserve and caution.


    “And how are you?”


    “I’m all right.” Terence shut his eyes and shook his head with a contented smile. “My pilgrimage was so successful — could not have been better. In a word — I have drunk of the spring of life.”


    He sat down to the table, twisted his beard round his finger, and, bending his head on one side, began telling, —


    “I have been to Athanasius the Sitter, and to the thaumaturgists of Pereyaslavl, and to St Metrophanes of Voronej, and to St Tihon of Sadon. I went to the Isle of Valaam. I have been over lots of ground, I have prayed to many saints, and the last were, St Peter, Febronius of Murom.”


    Apparently he experienced great pleasure in enumerating all the saints and towns, his face wore an expression of sweet contentment, his eyes grew moist and pride shone in them. He told his tale in the sing-song voice in which all skilful narrators relate their tales about the lives of saints.


    It began to rain. At first the drops fell on the window-panes carefully, without hurry, then they came pattering down repeatedly and hastily, and the panes shook under them.


    “In the caves of the Holy Monastery there reigns an eternal stillness and the darkness fills one with awe, but it is pierced by little image lamps, which shine in the darkness like the eyes of a child, and it smells of holy oil,” Terence was saying in a monotonous voice, while the rain came down faster. Outside, the wind moaned and howled, the iron on the roofs rumbled and the water ran down them with a sobbing sound, while in in the air a net of thick steel threads seemed to be trembling.


    “The heads of saints shed holy oil.”


    “So,” drawled Ilia, slowly. “Well, and have you relieved yourself of your burden?”


    Terence was silent for a minute, then straightened himself in his chair, and, bending down to Ilia and lowering his voice, said, —


    “I’ll tell you by a comparison. My involuntary sin pressed upon my heart, like a boot that is too small squeezes your foot. It was involuntary, because if I had not obeyed Petruha, he would have driven me away! He would have flung me out of the door, is that not true?”


    “Quite true!” agreed Ilia.


    “There, but when I started on my journey my soul grew light; I went along saying, ‘Lord, do you see me? I am going to Your saints, I know I have sinned.’”


    “That means you have settled your accounts?” asked Luneff, with a smile.


    “That’s according to His will. How He looked upon my prayer, I don’t know,” said the hunchback, lifting his eyes upwards.


    “But how is your conscience?”


    “What do you mean by ‘how’?”


    “Is it still?”


    Terence was silent, as if he were listening, and said,—” It is silent.”


    Luneff smiled mockingly.


    “If your prayer comes from your heart, it will always bring you relief,” said the hunchback in a low and impressive voice.


    Ilia got up from his chair and went up to the window. Broad streams of muddy water were running by the side of the pavement; in the road, between the stones, were small puddles; the rain fell into them and made them quiver, and the whole street seemed to tremble. The house opposite Ilia’s shop stood frowning and was quite wet, its window-panes were dim and one could not see the flowers through them. The street was still and empty, and only the noise of the rain and the murmur of the streams was to be heard. A solitary pigeon sat on the casement of the window protected by the cornice, and the whole street was full of a damp, heavy dreariness. “Autumn is beginning,” darted through Ilia’s head.


    “By what else can a man justify himself if not by prayer?” said Terence, untying one of his bags.


    “That’s too simple,” remarked Ilia, gloomily, without turning towards his uncle. “You sin, pray, and are clean again! That means you can begin to sin again.”


    “Why? you can live rigidly.”


    “What for in the name of goodness?”


    “What for?”


    “Yes.”


    “How about a clean conscience?”


    “What’s the good of it?”


    “W-well,” drawled Terence, disapprovingly. “How you do speak.”


    “I say what I mean,” continued Ilia, firmly and with insistence, standing with his back towards his uncle.


    “It’s sinful!”


    “Well, and let it be.”


    “You’ll be punished!”


    “No.”


    He turned from the window and looked at Terence’s face. The hunchback was looking at his nephew’s strong figure. Smacking his lips, he searched long for a word to refute his nephew, and having found it, said impressively, —


    “How no? You will be! There — I sinned and was punished.”


    “How?” asked Ilia in a surly tone.


    “By terror! I lived in constant fear that suddenly it would be known.”


    “And I have sinned and am not afraid,” said Ilia, with an audacious smile.


    “You’re fooling,” said Terence, severely.


    “Yes, I am not afraid. But life is hard.”


    “A-ah!” exclaimed Terence, triumphantly, getting up from the floor. “It’s hard, you say?”


    “Yes. Everyone has deserted me, as if I were scabby.”


    “Therein lies your punishment. Aha!”


    “What for?” cried Ilia, almost with frenzy. His jaw trembled and his hands, which he held behind his back, scratched at the walls. Terence watched him with fear, waving a string in the air.


    “Don’t shout, don’t shout!” said he in a low voice. But Ilia went on shouting. He had not talked to anyone for a long time, and now he cast out of his soul all that had accumulated there during his days of solitude. He said to his uncle, with passion and anger, —


    “Your pilgrimage was quite unnecessary, nothing would have happened to you. One can rob and kill too; nothing happens. There is no one to punish you, only those who don’t know how to do the job are punished, and those who know how to can do everything they like — everything!”


    “Ilia!” said Terence, approaching him cautiously. “Stop a bit, don’t get so hot over it. Sit down. Let’s discuss it quietly.”


    Suddenly something fell heavily with a great noise, rolled, crackled and stopped quite close to the door. They both started and grew silent. But it soon became still again, only the rain continued to pour down in torrents.


    “What is the matter?” asked the hunchback, softly and fearfully.


    Ilia went silently up to the door, opened it and looked out into the yard. A low whistle, a gasp and a whisper, a whole gamut of sounds, melting together into one monotonous heavy groan, floated into the room.


    “The cases have tumbled down,” said Luneff, shutting the door and going to his old place near the window.


    Terence sat down again on the floor and began unpacking his bags. After a silence, he said, —


    “No, just think. Crying out such words, brother! Dear, oh, dear! You won’t make God wrathful by you godlessness, but only ruin your soul. Understand that — those are wise words. I heard them from a man during my travels. Dear! what a lot of wisdom I have heard.”


    He again began telling of his travels, looking sideways at Ilia. Ilia listened to his tale just as he listened to the noise of the rain, and thought how he would live with his uncle.


    Their life together did not go badly. Terence made himself a bed out of old cases, put it between the stove and the door, in the corner, where at night the obscurity was denser than in the other parts of the room. Getting an insight into Luneffs life, he took upon himself Gavrik’s duties; he put the samovar to boil, swept the shop and the room, went to the eating-house for their dinner and was always humming acathistuses to himself. In the evenings he told his nephew how Hallelujah’s wife saved Christ from His enemies by throwing her child into a burning stove and taking Christ in her arms in its place. He told how a monk listened to the song of a bird for three hundred years; about St Kirik and St Ulita, and about many other things. Luneff listened to him, occupied with his own thoughts. Now in the evenings he could go for a walk and he always felt a longing to go out of the town. Out there at night, in the fields, it was quiet, dark and desolate, just as it was in his soul.


    “A week after his return, Terence went to see Petruha Filimonoff, and came back angry and crestfallen. But when Ilia asked him what was the matter, he answered hastily, —


    “Nothing — nothing! There — I went and saw them all. We talked, of course — m-yes.”


    “How is Jacob?” asked Ilia.


    “Jacob? Jacob is going to die. He spoke of you. He looks yellow and coughs.”


    Terence was silent, and began munching with his lips, staring into a corner, sad and piteous.


    Their life passed smoothly and monotonously; the days were as like each other as so many copper five-copeck pieces coined in the same year. A sullen anger hidden in the depths of Luneff’s soul, like an enormous snake, devoured all the impressions of those days. Not one of his old acquaintances came to see him: Paul and Masha seemed to have found another path in life; Matitsa was knocked down by a horse and died in a hospital; Perfishka had as totally disappeared as if he were a hundred feet under the earth. Luneff intended going to see Jacob, but could not bring himself to do so, feeling that he had nothing to talk about with his dying friend. In the morning he read the papers, and in the day-time sat in the shop watching the yellow leaves torn from the trees and whirled down the street by the autumn wind Sometimes a leaf blew into the shop.


    “Most holy father Tihon pray to God for us,” hummed Terence in a voice that rustled like the dead leaves, as he busied himself about the room.


    One Sunday, on opening the paper, Ilia saw on the first page a piece of poetry—” Before and After” — signed by P. Gratchoff.


    


    “In days of yore, like birds of woe,


    My thoughts kept tearing at my heart; My life was blank and hope lay low,


    Sorrow and torment were my part,”


    wrote Paul. Luneff read his poetry, and his friend’s mobile face, with its bright and daring eyes, which were by turns restless and sad and dismal, fixed on one thought, rose up before him. In his poetry Paul told how he had wandered about a strange town in tatters and in loneliness, and met with neither kindness nor welcome; and suddenly, when he was almost dying from hunger and weariness, he met some good people, who were kind to him, and he was “revived by a word, which was warm with love,” and fell upon his heart like a burning spark: —


    


    “With hope my heart once more brimmed o’er


    My thoughts glad songs into it pour.”


    


    Luneff read it to the end and pushed the paper away angrily.


    “Imagine, invent as much as you like! Wait a bit, those kind people of yours will show you what they’re made of. Kind, indeed!” he smiled angrily; and suddenly a thought which seemed to have sprung up from quite a different heart entered his head.


    “And suppose I was to go to them? I would go and say, I have come! Forgive me.”


    “What for?” he asked himself instantly; and finished with a decided and gloomy, —


    “They would send me away.”


    Then he read the poetry again with anger and envy in his heart, and began to think of the girl.


    “She is haughty. She’ll just glance at you, and you’ll have to go back the same way as you came.”


    In the same paper, in the intelligence column, he read that on the 23rd of September in the court of justice of the district the case of Vera Kapitonova, accused of theft, would be tried. A bitter feeling blazed up in him, and, inwardly addressing himself to Paul, he said, —


    “You can write poetry while she is in prison.”


    “Lord! be merciful unto me, a miserable sinner,” whispered Terence, with a sigh, shaking his head sadly. Then he glanced at his nephew, who was rustling his newspaper, and called out, —


    “Ilia!”


    “Well?”


    “Just imagine, Petruha.”


    And the hunchback smiled piteously and was silent. “Well?” asked Luneff.


    “He has robbed me,” said Terence in a low, guilty voice, and gave a dismal kind of laugh.


    Ilia looked at his uncle indifferently, and did not say a word, but thought, —


    “It serves you right.”


    “Oh, dear, dear! He has swindled me.”


    “How much did you steal in all?” asked Ilia, calmly. His uncle moved his chair away from the table, bent his head down, and, putting his hands on his knees, began moving his fingers, opening and shutting them.


    “About ten thousand?” asked Luneff again.


    The hunchback threw his head back and drawled in astonishment, —


    “Te-en?”


    Then, waving his hand at Ilia, he said, —


    “What are you thinking of, the Lord be with you! There were only three thousand and a little over, all told, and you say ten. How you go!”


    “Grandfather had more than ten thousand,” said Ilia, with a mocking smile.


    “You are not lying?”


    “Why should I? He told me so himself.”


    “But did he know how to count?”


    “Not worse than you and Petruha.”


    Terence grew thoughtful and bent his head down again.


    “How much has Petruha kept back?” asked Ilia.


    “About seven hundred,” said Terence, with a sigh. “So there was more than ten thousand?”


    Luneff was silent. It was disagreeable to him to see his uncle’s troubled and disappointed face.


    But, where was such a heap of money hidden away?” asked the hunchback, thoughtfully and in astonishment. “We seemed to have taken all. But perhaps Petruha swindled me then, eh?”


    “You might be silent about it!” said Ilia, sternly.


    “Yes, there’s no good now speaking about it,” agreed Terence, and gave a deep sigh.


    Luneff fell to meditating over man’s greediness and how many dirty actions people do for the sake of money; and he thought that if he had a lot of that same money, tens or hundreds of thousands, he would show people what he was made of. He would make people walk on all fours before him, he would. Carried away by a revengeful feeling and full of hate, he brought his fist down on the table and started with the blow; he glanced at his uncle and saw that the latter was looking at him with his mouth half-open and fear in his eyes.


    “I was thinking,” said he to Terence in a surly tone, getting up from the table.


    “That happens sometimes,” agreed the other, suspiciously.


    When Ilia went into the shop the hunchback looked after him curiously and his lips moved noiselessly. Although Ilia did not see the suspicious look, he felt it at his back: he had noticed sometimes that his uncle followed his least movement, as if he were trying to understand something and was going to ask about it. This made Luneff evade all conversation with his uncle. Each day he felt more clearly that the hunchback was in his way, and the question: “How much longer would this continue?” constantly rose before him.


    It was as if an abcess were breaking in his soul; life was getting more and more wearisome, and, what was worst of all, he did not feel the desire to do anything: nothing attracted him, and it seemed to him sometimes that he was slowly sinking each day lower and lower into a dark bottomless pit Considering himself greatly wronged, he concentrated all his soul on the bitter sensation of this wrong, provoked it by constant thought, and found a justification in it for all the evil he had ever done. Soon after Terence’s arrival, Tatiana Vlacievna made her appearance, after an absence from town. At the sight of a humpbacked peasant in a brown fustian shirt, she compressed her lips with aversion and asked Ilia, —


    “Is that your uncle?”


    “Yes,” answered Luneff, shortly.


    “Is he going to live with you?”


    “Certainly.”


    Tatiana Vlacievna was conscious of something disagreeable and defiant in her partner’s answer and did not pay any more attention to the hunchback, while Terence, standing at the door in Gavrik’s place, twisted his yellow beard and looked curiously at the slight figure of the woman, clothed in grey. Luneff watched her, too, hopping about the shop like a sparrow, and waited in silence for her to ask something, ready to stun her with heavy insulting words. But glancing sideways at his savage, cold face, she did not ask anything. She stood behind the counter turning the pages of the book into which the daily gain was entered, and remarked how pleasant it was to pass a week or two in the country, how cheap it was and how much good it did you.


    “There was a small river there, such a still one. And pleasant people — a telegraph clerk played the violin splendidly. I have learnt to row. But the peasant children! What a nuisance! They are just like gnats around you, wailing and begging: ‘Give me, give me.’ Their fathers and mothers teach them to do it — it is very unpleasant.”


    “Nobody teaches them to,” said Ilia, drily. “Their fathers and mothers work; and the children are left without anybody to look after them. It is not true what you say.”


    Tatiana Vlacievna glanced at him in astonishment, opened her mouth, wishing to say something, but at that moment Terence smiled and said respectfully, —


    “One sees gentlefolk but rarely in the country in our days. In former times gentlemen lived all their lives in the country, but now they go only on short visits.”


    Mrs Avtonomoff looked first at him, then at Ilia, and then stared into her book without saying a word. Terence was disconcerted and began pulling at his shirt. There was silence for a minute, and only the rustle of the pages and a rubbing sound — Terence rubbing his hump against the frame of the door — was to be heard.


    “You there!” suddenly sounded Ilia’s cold, calm voice, “before you speak to your superiors, ask for the permission to do so: ‘allow me to speak,’ you must say, do be so kind,’ and go down on your knees.”


    The book escaped from Tatiana Vlacievna’s hand and slid down the desk, but the woman caught it, bringing her hand down on it with a noise, and laughed. Terence bent his head and went out into the street. Then Tatiana Vlacievna glanced sideways at Ilia’s surly face with a smile, and asked in a low voice, —


    “Are you angry with me? What for?”


    Her face had a sly look, and her eyes sparkled kindly and provokingly. Luneff stretched out his arm and took her by the shoulder. Hatred towards her and a wild, brutal desire to take her in his arms, press her against his breast and listen to the crunching of her thin bones, blazed up in him. He drew her towards him, showing his teeth, while she caught hold of his hand, and, trying to tear it off her shoulder, whispered,— “Oh, let me go! It hurts! Are you mad? One can’t embrace here! And — listen! It’s inconvenient to keep your uncle; he is humpbacked; people will be afraid of him. Let me go, then! You must place him somewhere — do you hear?”


    But he had got his arms round her and was bending his head down to her face with his eyes wide open.


    “What are you thinking of? One cannot here — leave me!”


    She suddenly dropped to the ground and slipped out of his arms as slippery as a fish. Luneff saw her through a hot mist that veiled his eyes, near the door. She was putting her jacket straight with trembling hands, and said, —


    “Oh, dear, how rough you are! Can’t you wait?” His head was full of sound, as if streams were running inside it. Motionless, with his fingers tightly interlaced, he stood behind the counter and looked at her, as if in her alone he saw all the evil and burden of his life.


    “It is good to be passionate, but, darling, you must restrain yourself.”


    “Go away!” said Ilia.


    “I am going. I cannot receive you to-day, but after to-morrow, the 23rd — my birthday — will you come?” She spoke, feeling for her brooch with her fingers, and did not look at him.


    “Go away!” he repeated, quivering with the desire to catch hold of her and torment her.


    She went. Terence came in instantly and asked respectfully, —


    “Is that — the partner?”


    Luneff nodded his head and gave a sigh of relief.


    “She’s a grand lady! So that’s what she’s like. She’s little, but—”


    “Vile!” said Ilia in a husky voice.


    “M-m,” muttered Terence, suspiciously. Ilia felt his uncle’s curious suspicious look, and asked coldly, —


    “Well, what are you looking at?”


    “I? Lord a mercy! Nothing.”


    “I know what I am saying. I said she was vile and that’s the end of it. I could say worse and it would be the truth.”


    “A-oh? That’s it, is it?” drawled the hunchback, condolingly.


    “What?” cried Ilia, sternly.


    “That means—”


    “What does it mean?”


    Terence stood before Ilia, frightened and hurt by his rough tones, and kept on transferring the weight of his body from foot to foot, his face was piteous and he blinked his eyes rapidly.


    “That means — you know best,” said he, after a silence. “Is that all?” exclaimed Ilia. “I know them — clean outside.”


    “And I have had a chat with the dvornik,” said the hunchback, soothingly, seating himself on a chair, “about his brother. The justice of peace has sentenced him to seven days — yes! The dvornik says he was a meek, quiet and sober lad, says he. Suddenly this fit of madness seized him. He got drunk and began beating everybody — he smashed his master’s face and the shopman’s too. But before, they say, the master used to beat him and nothing happened — he always remained silent.”


    Luneff listened to his uncle’s tale and thought, —


    “I must throw up everything and go away. To the devil with a clean life! No life is possible for me. I’ll throw up everything and go. I shall wander about, but here I should perish.”


    “He bore and bore it, but it burst through at last,” said Terence.


    “Who?”


    “Ah. I was speaking of the dvornik’s brother. The justice of peace has locked him up for seven days for fighting.”


    “Ah!”


    “For seven days. I said, the man bore and bore it all well, and it accumulated in his soul, like soot in a chimney, and then it all blazed up, and burnt out in a flame.”


    “Uncle, stand at the counter! I am going out,” said Luneff.


    Terence’s monotonous and sermonising voice sounded dismally in his ears, like church bells in Lent, and it was cold and crowded in the shop; but out in the street it was not joyous either. For several days it had rained. The grey clean flagstones looked fixedly and dismally at the dull sky above them, resembling human faces. The hollows between them were filled with mud, which made their cleanliness stand out more sharply. An oppressive dampness filled the air and the houses seemed heavy with moisture. The yellow leaves on the trees quivered in their death agony. Somewhere carpets and fur cloaks were being beaten out with rapid blows, the short sounds rang out and disappeared like stones in water. At the end of the street, right before Ilia’s eyes, thick white and purple clouds rose up in the sky, behind the roofs of the houses. They clambered up each other ponderously, higher and higher, changing their shape incessantly and resembling the smoke of a great fire, or mountains, or the troubled waters of a river. There a white cloud crawled out, and after it, but moving faster, rose a bluish one, which fell heavily on to the white cloud and covered it. They seemed to be rising into the grey heights for the sole purpose of falling down more heavily on to the houses, trees and earth. Luneff grew tired of looking at the living wall before him and returned to the shop, trembling with cold and weariness.


    “I must throw it all up, the shop and everything. Uncle can do the business with Tanka, and I will go.” He pictured to himself a field all wet with rain, the sky covered with grey clouds, a broad road with birch trees growing at the sides. He is walking along with a bundle at his back, his feet sink into the mud, a cold rain beats into his face; and in the field and on the road there is not a soul, not even any crows on the trees.


    “I will hang myself,” thought he to himself, indifferently, seeing that he had nowhere to go, and that he was not able to go anywhere.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXXI


    
      
    


    WAKING up in the morning two days later, he saw on his calendar the black figures of twenty-three and remembered that Vera was to be tried that day. He was glad of the possibility of leaving the shop, and felt a burning curiosity about the girl’s fate. Dressing quickly and drinking his tea hastily, he started for the court of justice almost at a run, and arrived too early. No one was allowed to enter the building, a number of people were huddled together on the steps, waiting for the door to be opened. Luneff stopped near the door too, leaning his back against the wall of the building. A large square stretched before the court of justice, and in the middle of it stood a big church. Shadows moved along the pavement. The sun’s disk, pale and tired, peeped out and disappeared again behind the clouds. Nearly every minute a shadow fell on to the square in the distance, crawled along the stones, climbed up the trees and seemed to be so heavy that the boughs of the trees rocked under its weight, then it enveloped the church from the foundation to the cross, clambered over it, moved noiselessly on towards the court of justice and the people at its doors.


    Everyone looked dismal and had a hungry face, they looked at each other with tired eyes and spoke slowly. One man, with long hair, clad in a thin coat, buttoned up to the chin, and a bent hat, was twisting his pointed red beard with chilled fingers, and stamped his feet, in torn boots, impatiently on the ground. Another in a patched poddevka and cap pulled over his eyes stood with his head bent low, with one hand in his pocket and the other thrust into his shirt. He seemed to be dozing. A little dark man in a pea-jacket and high boots, who resembled a beetle, seemed to be very anxious; he kept lifting his pale, sharp little face, and looked at the sky, whistled, knitted his brows, tried to catch his whiskers with his tongue and talked more than anyone else.


    “Are they going to open?” exclaimed he, bending his head to one side and listening.


    “No, h’m! But it’s getting late. Have you been to the library, my boy?”


    “No, it’s too early,” answered the long-haired man, pronouncing the words monotonously in one key.


    “Devil, it’s cold, d’you know!”


    The long-haired man grunted feelingly, and said thoughtfully, —


    “But where would we warm ourselves if there was no court of justice nor library?”


    The dark one shrugged his shoulders in silence. Ilia observed these people and listened to what they were saying. He saw that they were “hooligans” or street thieves — people who live by dark deeds, write petitions and different papers for the peasants and dupe them, or else go to people’s houses with letters, asking for help. Before, he was afraid of such people, but now they only aroused his curiosity.


    “Why do such people live? And yet they live.” A pair of pigeons alighted on the pavement not far from the steps. A fat pigeon with a hanging crop waddled awkwardly and began going round the other, cooing loudly.


    “Phew!” the dark man whistled sharply. The man in the poddevka started and lifted his head. His face was swollen and blue, with glassy eyes.


    “I can’t bear pigeons,” exclaimed the dark man, looking at the birds, which were flying away. “They are fat, like rich tradesmen, they coo — it makes me sick. Are you at law with anybody?” asked he of Ilia, suddenly.


    “No.”


    “You are not the accused?”


    “No.”


    The dark man looked Luneff over from head to heel, and said through his nose, —


    “It is strange.”


    “What is strange?” asked Ilia, with a smile.


    “You have the face of one accused,” answered the man, volubly.


    “Ah, they are opening.”


    He darted first through the open door. Ilia, stung by his words, went after him and pushed the long-haired man with his shoulder in the doorway.


    “Look where you’re going, churl,” said the longhaired man, calmly, and, pushing Ilia in return, got before him.


    But this push gave Ilia no offence, it only astonished him.


    “How queer!” thought he. “He pushes you as if he were some grand gentleman who expects to be the first everywhere, while he is only a street thief.”


    In the judgment hall it was dark and quiet. A long table, covered with green cloth, arm-chairs with high backs, enormous, life-size portraits in gilt frames, crimson chairs for the jury, a big wooden bench behind a railing, everything was massive and inspired respect. The windows were deeply set in the grey walls, canvas curtains hung over the windows in heavy folds, and the window-panes were dim. The heavy doors opened noiselessly, and people in uniform walked about quickly and noiselessly too. Every object in this big room seemed mutely to inspire quiet and subdued behaviour. Luneff looked round, a feeling of awe made his heart contract, and when the official announced that “the court was entering,” he started and jumped to his feet before anyone else, although he did not know it was necessary to get up. One of the four men who entered the hall was Gromoff — the man who lived opposite Ilia’s shop. He sat down in the middle armchair, drew both his hands through his hair, and eased his collar, which was thickly embroidered with gold. His face reassured Ilia a little, it was just as ruddy and good-humoured as usual, he had only twisted the points of his moustache upward. To the right of him sat a pleasant-looking little old man with a small grey beard and a snub nose and spectacles; and to the left, a bald man with a parted red beard and a yellow, expressionless face. Near the desk stood a young judge with a round head and closely-cropped hair and black goggle eyes. They were all silent for a time, looking through the papers on the table, while Luneff watched them with respect and waited for one of them to get up and announce in a loud voice something important.


    But, suddenly turning his head to the left, Ilia saw the well-known, fat, shining as if it were polished, face of Petruha Filimonoff. Petruha sat in the front row of crimson chairs, leaning the back of his head against the back of his chair and calmly observing the public. Once or twice his glance fell on Ilia’s face, and both times Ilia felt a desire to get up and say something to Petruha or Gromoff or to all the tribunal.


    “He’s a thief! he’s beaten his son to death!” — blazed up in his head and he felt a burning sensation in his throat.


    “Here, you are accused of—” Gromoff was saying in a gentle voice, but Ilia did not see to whom he was speaking; he was looking at Petruha’s face overwhelmed by painful perplexity, and not able to reconcile himself to the fact that Filimonoff was judge.


    “Tell me, prisoner at the bar,” said the chief magistrate in a lazy voice, rubbing his forehead, “did you say to the shopman Anicimoff, ‘Just you wait! I’ll pay you back?’”


    A casement window was flying to and fro with a squeak —


    “Iu — iu — iu—”


    Ilia saw two more faces he knew amongst the jury. Above Petruha and behind him sat a plasterer — contractor Silacheff — a big peasant man with long arms and a small, angry face, a friend of Filimonoff’s, with whom he played draughts. People said that one day Silacheff quarrelled with one of his workmen at work and pushed him off the scaffolding, and the workman died from injuries received; while in the first row next but one to Petruha sat Dodonoff, the owner of a large haberdashery shop. Ilia bought goods of him and knew that he was a cruel miserly man, who had on two occasions been bankrupt, when he paid at the rate of ten copecks for the rouble.


    “Witness, when did you see that Anicimoff’s cottage was on fire?”


    “Iu — iu — iu,” moaned the casement window, and something echoed the sound in Ilia’s breast.


    “Fool!” sounded a low whisper at his side. He looked round — by his side sat the little dark man with his lips screwed up disdainfully. “Fool!” repeated he, nodding to Ilia.


    “Who is?” whispered Ilia, looking at him questioningly.


    “The prisoner; he had a splendid opportunity of discomfiting the witness, but he lost it! I would have — oh?”


    Ilia looked at the prisoner. He was a tall, bony peasant with an angular head. His face was dark and full of fear; he was showing his teeth, just as an exhausted dog, stupefied by beating, shows its teeth and cowers in a corner, surrounded by enemies against which it has not the strength to defend itself. His dark face wore an expression of utter animal fear. Petruha, Silacheff, Dodonoff and the others looked at him with calm, contented eyes; it seemed to Luneff that they were all saying to themselves, —


    “He’s caught, consequently he’s guilty.”


    “It’s dull!” whispered his neighbour. “The case is not at all interesting. The prisoner — is stupid, the procurator — is a laggard, the witnesses — are blockheads as usual. I’d have gobbled him up long ago.”


    “Is he guilty?” asked Luneff in a whisper, shuddering as if he had the ague.


    “Not likely; but he can be condemned. He does not know how to defend himself. Peasants as a rule don’t know how to defend themselves. They are good for nothing! They have bone and flesh, but of brain and wit they haven’t the least morsel.”


    “That’s true, y-yes.”


    “Have you twenty copecks?” asked the man, suddenly.


    “Yes.”


    “Give them to me.”


    Ilia took out his purse and gave the coin before he had considered whether he ought to give it or not. But when he had given it he said to himself, looking sideways at his neighbour, with involuntary respect for him, —


    “Cleverly done, that’s the way people ought to live — pounce unawares upon your neighbour.”


    “He’s a simple idiot, nothing less!” whispered the dark man again, indicating the prisoner with his eyes.


    “Sh-sh-sh!” hissed the usher.


    “Gentlemen of the jury!” said the public prosecutor, softly and impressively. “Look at the face of this man — it is more eloquent than the testimony of all the witnesses, who have established absolutely the guilt of the prisoner — eh, eh — it cannot do otherwise than convince us that before us stands a typical transgressor, an enemy to the social order and to the law.


    The enemy to social order was sitting, but, probably he felt uncomfortable sitting when people said he was standing, so he got up slowly with his head bent low. His arms hung down helplessly by his sides and his whole long grey body was bent, as if he were ready to plunge into the jaws of justice.


    Luneff bent his head too. He felt uneasy, and evil, uncomfortable thoughts stirred slowly and heavily in his head; he found no words to express them and they pressed upon him, engulfing each other. Petruha’s red, restless face darted amongst his thoughts, like a moon amidst thunder-clouds.


    When Gromoff announced an interval in the sitting, Ilia went out into the corridor, together with the dark man. The little man got out of the pocket of his pea-jacket a crumpled cigarette, and smoothing it out with his fingers, said, —


    “The queer fellow! He swears ‘I did not set fire to it,’ says he. Swearing is of no good here, one must just bare one’s back and be ready for the stroke — ha, ha!


    The case is a grave one! A tradesman is outraged, it’s of no importance whether it’s you who is guilty or not! But it is important to punish someone for it — you are caught, and you will be punished.”


    “Is the peasant guilty in your opinion?” asked Luneff, thoughtfully.


    “I suppose he is guilty, for he is stupid. Dexterous people are never guilty,” snapped the man, with calm volubility, smoking his cigarette in a jaunty way. His eyes were dark and small, like those of a mouse, and his teeth, too, as small and sharp.


    “Here, amongst the jury,” said Ilia, with an effort, in a low voice, “are people—”


    “Tradesmen mostly,” the dark man corrected him, calmly. Ilia glanced at him and repeated,— “Tradesmen. I know some of them.’


    “Aha!”


    “Fine customers! that’s to say, if one speaks the truth.”


    “Thieves too,” suggested his interlocutor.


    He spoke loudly, without any restraint. Throwing his cigarette away, he pursed up his mouth and whistled huskily, looking at everyone with bold, insolent eyes, and every part of him — each little bone — seemed to be quivering with hungry restlessness.


    “Things like that happen sometimes. Generally speaking, justice is a light comedy, a tiny little comedy,” said he, shrugging his shoulders. “Satisfied people exercise themselves in exterminating the vicious proclivities of hungry people. I assist at trials often, but have never seen a hungry man sit in judgment upon a satisfied man; and if a satisfied man judges a satisfied man, he does it for his greediness. ‘Don’t grab all,’ says he, ‘leave us some.’”


    “They say a full man does not understand a hungry one,” said Ilia.


    “Nonsense!” replied his interlocutor. “He understands very well, that’s why he is so severe.”


    “Well, if he is satisfied and honest, it’s not so bad!” said Ilia in a low voice; “but when he’s satisfied and a scoundrel, how can he judge a man?”


    “Scoundrels are the most severe judges,” said the dark man, calmly. “Well, let’s listen to this case about the robbery.”


    “She’s an acquaintance of mine,” said Luneff in a low voice.


    “Ah!” exclaimed the man, glancing at him quickly. “Let’s look at your acquaintance then.”


    Everything was confused in Ilia’s head. He wanted to ask a great many things of this brisk little man, whose words showered down like peas out of a basket, but there was something disagreeable and dangerous in him which frightened Ilia. At the same time the persistent thought of Petruha as judge crushed all within him. This thought seemed to have entwined itself around his heart in an iron ring, and there was not enough space left for anything else.


    When he approached the door of the judgment hall, he saw the back of Paul Gratchoffs head and his small ears in the crowd before him. He was glad, and pulled Paul by the sleeve of his coat, smiling into his face, and Paul smiled too — but unwillingly and with an apparent effort.


    “Good-morning!”


    “Good-morning!”


    They stood in silence in front of each other for a few seconds, and both must have felt during those seconds something that made them begin speaking at the same time.


    “Have you come to look?” asked Paul, smiling bitterly.


    “And is she here?” asked Ilia, confusedly.


    “Who?”


    “Oh, your Sofia Nik.”


    “She is not mine,” answered Paul, drily, interrupting him.


    They entered the hall in silence.


    “Let’s sit together?” suggested Luneff.


    Paul hesitated and answered, —


    “You see I am with friends.”


    “Oh, all right.”


    “Here,” said Paul, with animation, “listen to what the counsel for the defence will say.”


    “I’ll listen,” said Ilia in a low voice, and added still lower, —


    “Well, good-bye, brother.”


    “Good-bye. We’ll see each other again.”


    Gratchoff turned round and went away hastily. Ilia looked at him, feeling as if Paul had rubbed a sore on his body hard with his hand. A burning pain went through him, and he felt an envious and bitter feeling at seeing a good new coat on his friend’s back and Paul’s face healthier and clearer for these months. On the same seat with Paul sat Gavrik’s sister. He said something to her and she turned her head quickly in Luneffs direction. Seeing her impetuously-advanced face, he turned his own aside, and his soul became still more thickly enveloped in dark feelings of injury, anger and perplexity. Thoughts started up impetuously and revolved in his head like a whirlwind, mixing themselves up, then suddenly stopped and disappeared; he felt an emptiness within him, while outside everything seemed to move in a dense line towards him, and he ceased to understand what was happening before him.


    Meanwhile Vera was led in: she stood behind the railings in a grey gown, which reached down to her heels, and had a white handkerchief on her head. A golden lock of hair covered her left temple, her cheek was pale and her lips tightly compressed, while her eyes, wide open and motionless, looked gravely at Gromoff.


    “Yes, yes, no, yes,” sounded her voice dimly in Ilia’s ears.


    Gromoff was looking at her kindly and spoke to her in a low voice, softly, as if he were purring.


    “Kapitanova! do you plead guilty of theft during the night?” crept towards Vera the unctuous inflections of his rich voice.


    Luneff looked at Paul. He was sitting doubled up, with his head bent low down, and was pulling at his hat; while the girl at his side sat up straight and looked as if she were sitting in judgment upon them all — Vera, the judges and the public. She kept turning her head from side to side, her lips were pressed together disdainfully and her proud eyes sparkled under her knitted brows coldly and sternly.


    “I plead guilty,” said Vera. Her voice quivered and its sound resembled the sound that a thin cup with a crack in it emits upon being rapped.


    Two of the jury, Dodonoff and his neighbour, a redhaired, clean-shaven man, bent their heads together, moving their lips noiselessly and observing the girl with eyes that seemed to smile. Petruha Filimonoff thrust his body forward, holding on to his arm-chair; his face had grown still redder and his moustache moved. Many other members of the jury looked at Vera with the same particular attention, which Luneff understood, and which made him feel disgusted and indignant.


    “They are judging her and yet they must needs gloat over her,” thought he, clenching his teeth; and he wanted to cry out to Petruha, —


    “You scoundrel! What are you thinking about? Where are you sitting? What ought you to do?”


    Something rose in his throat and choked him, it seemed like a heavy ball, and hindered his breathing.


    “Tell me, eh, Kapitanova,” Gromoff was saying, moving his tongue lazily, with his eyes starting out of his head, like those of a sheep which is suffering from the heat, “how long have you been, eh — a prostitute?”


    Vera drew her hand over her face, as if this question had stuck to her burning cheeks.


    “A long time.”


    She answered firmly. A whisper passed through the listeners, which sounded like the crawl of snakes. Gratchoff bent down still lower, as if he wanted to hide himself, and kept pulling at his hat.


    “How long?”


    Vera was silent, looking into Gromoffs face with wide-open eyes gravely and sternly.


    “A year? Two? Five?” persisted the chief magistrate. She kept silent, standing motionless, as if she were cut out of grey stone; only the ends of her handkerchief trembled on her breast.


    “You have the right not to answer, if you like,” said Gromoff, stroking his whiskers.


    Then the barrister, a thin little man with a pointed beard and oval eyes, jumped up. His nose was thin and long and the back of his head was broad, making his face resemble an axe.


    “Tell me, Kapitanova, what made you take up this livelihood?” asked he, sharply, in a ringing voice.


    “Nothing made me,” answered Vera, looking at her judges.


    “M-m — that is not quite so. You see — I know — you told me.”


    “You don’t know anything,” said Vera. She turned her head towards him, and, looking at him sternly, continued angrily, with displeasure in her voice, —


    “I did not tell you anything, you invented it all yourself.”


    Throwing a quick glance at the public, she turned towards the judges and asked, nodding her head at the counsel for the defence, —


    “Will you allow me not to speak to him?”


    Again the crawl of snakes was heard in the hall, this time louder and more distinctly.


    Ilia was trembling with the strain and looked at Gratchoff. He expected something from him and waited with confidence; but Paul was looking over the shoulder of the man who sat in front of him, and was silent and motionless. Gromoff was smiling and saying something in oily, slippery words. Then Vera began speaking in a low but firm voice, —


    “Simply — I wanted to grow rich, and took it, that is all. And there is nothing more, and I was always the same.”


    The jury began whispering to each other. Their faces had grown gloomy and displeasure appeared in the faces of the judges. Everything was quiet in the hall; the measured, dull thud of feet upon flagstones reached them from the street — soldiers were passing.


    “In view of the prisoner pleading guilty, I should say—” the public prosecutor was saying.


    Ilia felt that he could stay no longer. He got up and made a step forward.


    “Silence!” said the usher, loudly, Ilia sat down again with his head bent down low, like Paul. He could not bring himself to look at Petruha’s red face, inflated with importance, as if it were offended; and at Gromoffs face with its unalterably benignant expression, he perceived behind the good-humour of the judge a cold heart, and saw that this joyous man was used to judging people, just as a carpenter gets used to planing wood; and an awed anxious thought arose in Ilia’s heart — , “If I were to confess my guilt — I would be tried in the same way. Petruha would be judge, he would send me to Siberia, while he remained here himself.”


    This thought fixed itself in his mind, and he sat without looking at anyone and hearing nothing.


    “I d-don’t want you to speak about it,” sounded Vera’s trembling and offended cry, and she began to moan and shriek, catching at her throat with her hands, and pulling the handkerchief off her head. “I don’t want it, I don’t want it!”


    The hall filled with a hubbub of sound. The girl’s cries caused a commotion, and she threw herself about behind the railings as if she were being burnt, and sobbed fit to break her heart.


    “Don’t torment me — let me go — for Christ’s sake!” Ilia jumped up and dashed forward, but the people were moving towards him, and imperceptibly he found himself in the corridor.


    “They bared her soul,” he heard the dark man say.


    Paul Gratchoff, pale and dishevelled, stood near the wall, and his jaw trembled. Ilia went up to him and looked into his face with gloomy, angry eyes. Around them people were standing and walking about, talking with animation, and there was a smell of tobacco.


    “It means prison! You can cry as much as you like, it’s all the same.”


    “She confessed, the little fool!”


    “But it was corpus delicti?”


    “She could have said he gave it to her.”


    Words flew about the corridor, like autumn flies, getting into Ilia’s ears.


    “Well?” asked he of Paul in a surly and angry tone, coming up to him.


    Paul glanced at him, opened his mouth, but did not say a word.


    “So you’ve ruined a fellow-being?” continued Luneff.


    Paul started as if someone had struck him with a whip, lifted his hand, and, putting it on Luneffs shoulder, said in a piteous voice, —


    “Was it I?”


    Ilia shook his hand off his shoulder, and wanted to say to him, —


    “Yes, it was you! You took care not to cry out that it was you for whom she committed the theft,” but said instead, “Petruha Filimonoff judged her. Is that right, eh?” and smiled. And with the same smile on his face he went out into the street and walked along slowly, feeling as if he were tightly bound with invisible ropes. A weariness lay, like a heavy stone, on his breast; it made him feel cold and hindered him from thinking. Till evening he wandered aimlessly about from street to street, tired and hungry, like a stray dog. No desires entered his heart, and he noticed nothing until a sickness, caused by hunger, overtook him.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXXII


    
      
    


    IT was dark. Lights appeared in the windows of the houses, and broad yellow streaks of light fell into the street, cut up by the shadows of flowers that stood on the window-sills. Luneff stopped, and, looking at the patterns made by the shadows, thought of the flowers in Gromoffs house, of his wife, who resembled a queen in a fairy tale, and of the sad songs that do not prevent one from laughing. A cat crossed the street with cautious steps, shaking its paws.


    He went on, and, coming to the crossing, stopped again. One of the corner houses was brilliantly lighted up, and music sounded.


    “I will go to an eating-house,” decided Ilia, and went into the middle of the road.


    “Take care,” someone cried to him. The black nose of a horse appeared close to his face and sent a warm breath over it. He jumped aside, listened to the cabman swearing, and turned away from the eating-house.


    “An isvoschik can’t kill one,” he thought calmly.


    “I must have something to eat. But Vera will quite perish now.”


    His mind caught at the remembrance of the girl and began revolving mechanically around it. He felt, with a tiny particle of his soul, that he ought not to be thinking about Vera, but of himself, and yet had not the power of turning the current of his thoughts.


    “She is proud too. She did not want to tell about Pashka, she saw there was nobody to tell about it. She is the best of all. Olimpiada would have. No, Olimpiada is good too — but Tanka, for instance.” He suddenly remembered that it was Tatiana Vlacievna’s birthday and that she had invited him. At first the idea of going to her seemed loathsome to him, but the same instant he experienced a savage desire to act in despite of himself, and then one other acute, burning feeling woke up in his heart.


    Hailing an isvoschik, he drove off, and in a few minutes found himself in the doorway of the diningroom at the Avtonomoffs, screwing up his eyes dazzled by the light and smiling dully at the people, who were sitting close to each other round the table in the large room.


    “Ah! There you are!” exclaimed Kirik.


    “How pale you are!” said Tatiana Vlacievna, observing Ilia.


    “Have you brought any sweets? A birthday present, eh? Why, what were you thinking about?”


    “Where have you been?” asked the hostess.


    But Kirik caught him by the sleeve and led him round the table, introducing him to his guests. Luneff shook someone’s warm hands, while all the faces of the guests melted together before his eyes into one long, cold and politely smiling face with big teeth. The smell of roast meat tickled his nostrils, the women’s chatter sounded in his ears, like the sound of rain, and his eyes felt warm; a dull pain prevented him from moving them and a many-coloured haze seemed to float before them. When he sat down he became conscious that his feet were aching from fatigue and that hunger was gnawing at his entrails. He silently took a piece of bread and began eating. One of the guests gave a loud guffaw and the same instant Tatiana Vlacievna said to him, —


    “So you do not wish to congratulate me? You are nice to come in, sit down and eat without saying a word.” Under the table she gave his foot a hard push with her own foot and bent her head over the tea-pot refilling it. Through the sound of the running water, Ilia heard her low whisper, —


    “Behave decently.”


    He put his piece of bread down on the table, rubbed his hands and said loudly, —


    “I have passed the whole day in the court of justice.”


    His voice sounded above the hubbub of talk. The guests became silent. Luneff grew confused, feeling their eyes upon him, and glanced round at them from under his brows. They were looking at him suspiciously, as if they all doubted whether this broadshouldered, curly-headed lad could say anything interesting. An awkward silence filled the room. Fragments of thoughts whirled in Ilia’s head, disjointed and dull, and then suddenly they all seemed to sink down somewhere and disappeared in the darkness of his soul.


    “Sometimes trials are very interesting,” remarked Felitsata Egorovna Grislova in a sour voice, and, taking up the box of sweets, began rummaging about in it with the pincers.


    Two red spots appeared on Tatiana Vlacievna’s cheeks, while Kirik blew his nose noisily and said, —


    “Well, brother, why don’t you finish what you were saying? So you were at a trial.”


    “I am making them feel uncomfortable,” guessed Ilia, and his lips parted slowly in a smile. The guests began talking all together again.


    “Once I went to the trial of a case of murder,” said a young telegraph clerk, pale and black-eyed, with small whiskers.


    “I like to read and hear about murders awfully!” exclaimed Mrs Travkin. While her husband looked round, and said, —


    “Open trials are a salutary institution.”


    “It was a friend of mine, Eugeniev, who was tried. He was standing on guard by the money safe one day, and got to joking with a boy, and all of a sudden shot him.”


    “Oh, how dreadful!” exclaimed Tatiana Vlacievna.


    “He was killed on the spot,” added the telegraph clerk, with a kind of pleasure.


    “And I was witness in a case once,” said Travkin in his noisy, dry voice, “while in another case a man was tried who had committed twenty-three robberies. Not bad that?”


    Kirik burst into a loud laugh. The guests divided themselves into two groups; one listened to the telegraph clerk’s tale about the murder of the boy, and the other to Travkin’s uninteresting communication about the man who had committed twenty-three robberies. Ilia kept his eye on the hostess, feeling as if a fire were beginning to blaze up slowly within him; as yet it gave no light, but only burnt into his heart steadily. From the minute that Luneff saw that the Avtonomoffs were afraid he would put them out of countenance before their guests, his thoughts grew more orderly, as if he had found something which united them. Tatiana Vlacievna was bustling about in the next room near a table covered with bottles. Her crimson silk blouse stood out sharply against the background of white wall-paper in a bright blot, and the small woman, tightly laced in her corset, fluttered about the room like a butterfly, and the pride of a thrifty housewife, who has everything going well, shone in her face. Once or twice Ilia saw that she beckoned to him with scarcely perceptible signs, but he did not go up to her, and felt a pleasure from the consciousness that this troubled her.


    “What are you sitting like an owl for, brother?” asked Kirik, suddenly turning to him. “Say something — do not stand on ceremony. Everybody here is well brought up, they will not be exacting in case of anything.”


    “They sat in judgment to-day,” began Ilia at once in a loud voice, “upon a girl I knew — she walks the streets, but she is a good girl.”


    Again he turned everybody’s attention towards himself, and again all the guests stared at him. A broad and mocking smile revealed Felitsata Egorovna’s big teeth; the telegraph clerk began twirling his moustache, hiding his mouth with his hand, everyone was trying to seem grave and to be listening attentively. The clatter of some knives and forks, which Tatiana Vlacievna had suddenly let drop, resounded in Ilia’s heart like a war signal. He looked round at all the faces calmly with his eyes wide open, and continued, —


    “Why do you smile? Amongst them are very good girls.”


    “That’s most likely,” interrupted Kirik; “but take care, don’t be too talkative upon the subject.”


    “You are all well brought up,” said Ilia. “If I make a slip of the tongue you will not be too exacting.”


    A whole sheaf of bright sparks seemed to blaze up suddenly within him. He smiled sarcastically and his heart was moved to rapture by the bright sparkle of words which arose suddenly in his mind “The girl stole some money from a merchant.”


    “It’s getting from bad to worse,” exclaimed Kirik, screwing up his face comically and shaking his head despondently.


    “You understand how and when she could have stolen it, but perhaps she did not steal it, and it was given to her as a present.”


    “Tanichka,” cried Kirik. “Come here. Ilia is giving us such stories.”


    But Tatiana Vlacievna was already at Ilia’s side; smiling constrainedly, she said, shrugging her shoulders, —


    “What is there so wonderful? It’s very usual, you know hundreds of stories like that — there are no young ladies here. But — leave it for afterwards, and for the present, ladies and gentlemen, please partake of something.”


    “Please pass into the next room,” cried Kirik. “And I will take a bite of something too — he, he!”


    Everyone turned away from Ilia, he saw that the guests did not desire to listen to him because the host and hostess did not wish it, and this provoked him still more. Getting up from the table, he continued, addressing himself to everybody, —


    “And then this girl was tried by people who, most probably, had made use of her themselves many times; some of them are known to me. And the name of scoundrel is too mild for them.”


    “Allow me,” said Travkin, sternly, lifting up his finger. “You should not speak so. They are members of the jury, and I myself—”


    “The jury, exactly,” exclaimed Ilia. “But can they be just, if—”


    “Allow me. The jury is, so to say, a great reform, which was introduced for the universal welfare by Alexander II. How dare you abuse an institution of the State?”


    He snorted in Ilia’s face, and his fat shaven cheeks quivered, while he rolled his eyes from right to left. Everyone crowded round them in a circle, some standing in the doorway, seized by a pleasant foreboding of a row. Felitsata Egorovna looked down upon the hostess condescendingly, while she, pale and anxious, pulled at her guests’ sleeves, saying hurriedly, —


    “Dear me, ladies and gentlemen, let us drop the subject. Really, it is not interesting. Kirik, ask them — do?” Kirik blinked his eyes in a confused way and said,—” Please! to the deuce with forms, reforms and all that philosophy.”


    “It is not philosophy, but politics,” gasped Travkin; “and people who speak in that way are called politically unsound.”


    A burning whirlwind caught Ilia up. It was good to stand in front of the stout little man, with his moist lips and his shaven face, and see him getting full of wrath. The knowledge that the Avtonomoffs were put out of countenance before their guests gladdened him greatly. He grew cooler and cooler; the desire to brave all these people, to say insolent words to them and make them mad with fury, this desire was unwinding in him like a steel spring, and lifting him up into pleasant but dreadful heights. He became still calmer and his voice sounded firmer, —


    “You can call me whatever you like, you are an educated man, but I will not go back from my words. Does a full man understand a hungry one? Let the hungry one be a thief, but the full one is a thief too.”


    “Kirik Nikodimich!” gasped Travkin. “I — what is this? This is—”


    But at that moment Tatiana Vlacievna gave him her arm, and, carrying off the indignant man, began saying to him in a loud voice, —


    “Your favourite sandwiches — with herring, hard-boiled eggs and green onion, rubbed small with fresh butter.”


    “N-yes! I know!” exclaimed Travkin in an offended way, smacking his lips loudly. His wife looked at Ilia crushingly, and, taking her husband by the other arm, said, —


    “Don’t get excited over trifles, Anton.”


    While Tatiana Vlacievna continued soothing her guest, —


    “Pickled sterlets with tomatoes.”


    “It is not nice of you, young man!” said Travkin, reproachfully but magnanimously, suddenly turning his head towards Ilia and stopping. “You ought to appreciate things and understand them — yes!”


    “I don’t understand!” exclaimed Ilia. “That is why I speak. Why is Petruha Filimonoff entrusted with the right to dispose of other people’s lives?”


    The guests went past Ilia without looking at him, and trying not to touch him with their clothes; while Kirik went up close to him and said roughly in an offended way, —


    “The devil take you! you’re a blockhead, and nothing else!”


    Ilia started and darkness grew before his eyes, as if someone had given him a blow on the head, and, clenching his fists, he made a step towards Avtonomoff; but Kirik turned away quickly, without noticing his movement, and went up to the table on which the side dishes stood. Ilia heaved a deep sigh.


    Standing in the doorway, he saw the backs of the people, who were crowding round the table, and heard them munching. Their cheek bones moved. The crimson blouse of the hostess seemed to give a dim red colour to everything around Ilia, and made his sight grow troubled.


    “M-m!” mumbled Travkin. “This is wonderfully good — wonderfully!”


    “Would you like some pepper?” asked the hostess in a tender voice.


    “I’ll give you some pepper!” decided Ilia, with coldblooded wrath. The steel spring had unwound within him, he threw his head back and in two strides came up to the table. Catching hold of someone’s glass of red wine, he held it out to Tatiana Vlacievna and said distinctly, as if he wanted to kill her with his words, —


    “Let’s have a drink, Tanka!”


    These words acted upon everyone as if something had fallen with a deafening crash and extinguished the light in the room; everyone was suddenly enveloped in darkness and remained transfixed in this darkness in the position in which he was overtaken. Open mouths with pieces of food in them looked like suppurating wounds on these people’s frightened and perplexed faces.


    “Well, let’s have a drink! Kirik Nikodimich, tell my mistress to drink with me! To drink without any ceremony. What does it matter? Why should we keep our filth to ourselves? let’s show it in public! Here, I have decided to do so.”


    “Scoundrel!” cried the woman, piercingly, in a shrill voice.


    Ilia saw her lift her arm and with his fist warded off the plate she threw at him. The crash of the broken ware seemed to stun the guests still more. Slowly and noiselessly they moved aside, leaving Ilia face to face with Avtonomoff. Kirik held a small fish by the tail, blinking his eyes, pale, pitiful and dazed.


    Tatiana Vlacievna was trembling, threatening Ilia with her fists; her face had grown the same colour as her blouse, and her tongue articulated with difficulty.


    “Y-you are lying — lying,” hissed she, stretching out her neck towards Ilia.


    “And would you like me to say what you’re like naked?” asked Ilia, calmly. “You showed me all your little moles yourself. Your husband will know if I am lying or not.”


    Someone’s suppressed laugh and a low exclamation was heard. Mrs Avtonomoff tossed up her arms, caught herself by the neck and dropped on to a chair without a sound.


    “The police!” cried the telegraph clerk. Kirik turned towards him, and, suddenly lowering his head, went at Luneff like a bull.


    Ilia put out his hand, gave Kirik’s head a push, and said sternly, —


    “Where are you going? You’re a corpulent man. I’ll give you a blow and you’ll fall. Just listen to me; and all of you, too. Listen — you’ll never hear the truth elsewhere.”


    But, staggering back from Ilia, Kirik again lowered his head and went at him. The guests looked on in silence. No one stirred, only Travkin went into a corner on tip-toe, sat down on the low stove, and, putting the palms of his hands together, thrust them between his knees.


    “Take care, I’ll give you a blow!” warned Ilia in a surly tone. “I have nothing against you to injure you for! You are stupid, and harmless. I have not received any evil from you — keep away!”


    He pushed him away and went up to the wall himself. Leaning his back against it, he continued, looking at everyone, —


    “Your wife flung herself at me. She’s a clever one. There is no woman baser than she is! But you are all dastards too. I was in court to-day, and have learnt how to judge.”


    He wanted to say so much that he could not master all his thoughts, and flung them as if they were fragments of stone.


    “I’m not accusing Tanka, it happened by chance, of its own accord, everything has happened of its own accord all my life long. I even strangled a man by accident. I did not intend to, but strangled him nevertheless. Tanka! we set up our business with the very same money that I took from the man I had murdered.”


    “He is mad!” cried Kirik, joyously, and, dancing about the room from one guest to another, cried out, full of trouble and joy, —


    “Do you see? Do you hear? He has gone mad Oh, Ilia — dear, oh, dear! Oh! I am sorry, brother!” Ilia burst into a loud laugh. He felt still calmer and more at ease after his confession of the murder. He stood there and did not seem to feel the floor under his feet, as if he were standing on air, and it seemed to him that he was rising up higher and higher.


    Robust and strong, he thrust his chest forward and threw back his head; his curly hair covered his large, pale forehead and temples, and his eyes had a mocking and savage expression.


    Tatiana rose and went up to Felitsata Egorovna with faltering steps and said in a quivering voice, —


    “I saw for some time; he has been like that some time — with wild eyes, and fearful.”


    “If he has gone mad the police must be called in,” said Felitsata, impressively, looking attentively at Luneff’s face.


    “He is mad, he is mad!” cried Kirik.


    “He will beat us all next,” whispered Grisloff, looking round anxiously. They were all afraid to leave the room.


    Luneff stood by the door and they had to pass him. He kept on laughing. He felt a pleasure in seeing that all these people were afraid of him, and watching them, he noticed that none of the guests felt any compassion for the Avtonomoffs, but would have listened to him deriding his mistress the whole night with pleasure, if it had not been for their fear.


    “I am not mad,” said he, knitting his brows sternly, “but stop, stand still. I won’t let you go away, and if you throw yourselves upon me, I’ll beat you to death, I am strong.”


    Putting out his long arm, with its heavy fist, he shook it in the air and then dropped it.


    “Tell me what kind of men are you? Why do you live? Strugglers for crumbs — rabble!”


    “You there!” cried Kirik. “Hold your tongue!”


    “Hold your tongue yourself! But I shall speak. Here, a nice sight you are to be sure, eating and drinking, cheating each other, not loving anyone — what more do you want? I looked for a decent life, a clean one, it does not exist anywhere! I have only become bad myself. A good man can’t live with you — he’ll rot. Good people you torment to death. I, here, am a vicious man, but amongst you all I’m like a helpless cat amid thousands of rats in a dark cellar. You are everywhere, you think yourselves competent judges of everything, and lay down the law about everything. But nevertheless you’re nothing but vermin. You have devoured me and rotted me between you.”


    He suddenly felt sad.


    “And what shall I do next?” he asked himself; and, bending his head down he fell into deep thought. The same instant the telegraph clerk pushed himself away from the wall like a ball, and dashed out of the room, slipping past Luneff.


    “Oh! I have let one go!” said Luneff, lifting his head.


    “I’ll go for the police!” cried the telegraph clerk.


    “Well, call them in! It’s all the same,” said Ilia.


    Tatiana Vlacievna went past him, staggering like one in a dream, and without looking at him.


    “I’ve hurt her!” continued Luneff, nodding his head at her with a smirk. “She deserves it — the vermin!”


    “Hold your tongue!” cried Avtonomoff out of the corner. He was kneeling down and rummaging about in some box.


    “Don’t shout, little fool!” answered Ilia, sitting down on a chair and crossing his arms on his breast. “What are you shouting out for? I lived with her, I know her. And I murdered a man, the merchant Poluektoff. Do you remember, I spoke to you about Poluektoff several times? That was because I strangled him. And, by God! the shop was opened with his money.”


    Ilia looked round the room. Along the wall there stood silently a crowd of frightened, pitiful people. He felt that he was tired of speaking, and a feeling of emptiness and apathy filled his breast, and above the void, as the dimmed rays of the moon in an autumn sky, there rose the question, —


    “And what next?”


    Listening to his own words, he said, —


    “Do you think I am confessing my sins to you? Just catch me! I am laughing at you, that’s what I am doing.”


    Kirik sprang out of his corner, red and dishevelled. He flourished a revolver, and, rolling his eyes wildly, cried, —


    “Now you won’t escape. Aha-a! You murdered him, did you?”


    The women gasped. Travkin, who was sitting on the low stove, and dangling his legs, gasped out, —


    “Gentlemen, I cannot stand it any longer. Let me go. This is your private business.”


    But Avtonomoff did not hear him. He danced before Ilia, thrusting his revolver at him, and shouted,— “To Siberia, we’ll show you.”


    “But your pistol isn’t even loaded, I expect?” said Ilia, indifferently, looking at him with tired eyes. “What are you storming about for? I am not going anywhere. I have nowhere to go to. You threaten me with Siberia? Well, if it must be Siberia, let it be so.”


    “Anton, Anton,” sounded the loud whisper of Travkin’s wife, “come.”


    “I can’t, mother.”


    She took him by the arm. Side by side, they went past Ilia with bent heads. Tatiana Vlacievna was sobbing in the next room, shrieking and gasping, while in Luneffs breast the sensation of dark and cold emptiness kept growing.


    “And now my life is broken off,” he said thoughtfully in a low voice. “And there’s nothing to feel sorry about. Who shattered it?”


    Avtonomoff stood in front of him and cried triumphantly, —


    “You won’t move us to pity.”


    “I’m not trying to, the devil take you all! You can only feel sorry for a five-copeck coin when it falls past your pocket. And I too. I’d sooner feel sorry for a dog than for you. It’s a pity I had to live with human beings instead of dogs. Well, why do not the police come? I feel dull. Kirik, you had better move away, for I feel sick at the sight of you.”


    And he really did feel disgusted and sick sitting opposite to Avtonomoff. The guests went out of the room — they crawled cautiously out, looking at Ilia apprehensively. He only saw grey blots floating past him, and they awakened neither thoughts nor feelings in him. The emptiness within him grew and engulfed everything else. He stopped for a minute, listening to Avtonomoff’s cries, and suddenly said, with a smile, —


    “Let’s wrestle, Kirik?”


    “I’ll send a bullet through your head!” roared Kirik.


    “But you have no bullet!” replied Luneff, with a sneer, and added with conviction, —


    “With what pleasure I would have plumped you down!”


    After this he did not say anything more, but sat in silence and waited.


    At last two policemen and a police officer arrived. Luneff started at the sight of them and got up.


    Tatiana Vlacievna appeared behind them, and, stretching out her arm towards Ilia, said in a choking voice, —


    “He confessed to us that it was he who murdered Poluektoff, the money-changer — you remember?”


    “Can you confirm it?” asked the police officer, quickly.


    “Why not? I may as well confirm it,” answered Luneff, calmly, in a tired way. “Good-bye, Tanka, don’t trouble, don’t be afraid — but, by the way, go to the devil all of you!”


    The police officer sat down at the table and began writing something, the policemen stationed themselves on both sides of Luneff; he looked at them, and, sighing heavily, bent his head. Stillness reigned, only the scratching of the pen on the paper was heard, while outside the night set up walls of impenetrable darkness. Kirik stood at one of the windows, looking out into the darkness; suddenly he threw his revolver into the corner and said to the police officer, —


    “Savelieff! Give him a beating and let him go — he is mad.”


    The police officer looked at Kirik, pondered for a minute, and said, —


    “It’s impossible — after such a statement; the assistant knows about it.”


    “Oh, dear,” sighed Avtonomoff.


    “How kind you are, Kirik Nikodimich,” said Ilia, shaking his head. “There are dogs who, when they’re beaten, yet fawn upon their masters. But perhaps it is not compassion that moves you, but fear that I will tell about your wife at the trial? Never fear, that won’t happen. I am ashamed to think of her, let alone speak about her.”


    Avtonomoff went hastily into the next room and sat down noisily on a chair.


    “Well,” said the police officer, addressing Ilia, “can you sign the paper?”


    « Yes.”


    He took the pen, and, without reading the paper, wrote in big letters: ILIA LUNEFF; and when he lifted his head he saw that the police officer was looking at him in astonishment For several seconds they observed each other in silence, one interested and displeased with something, the other indifferent and calm.


    “Did your conscience bring you to this?” asked the police officer in a low voice.


    “I have no conscience,” anwered Ilia, firmly.


    They were silent Then Kirik’s voice reached them from out of the next room, —


    “He is mad!”


    “Come along,” said the police officer, shrugging his shoulders. “I won’t bind your hands, only you must not try to escape. The lock-up is not far from here, at the bottom of the hill.”


    “Where can I escape to?” asked Ilia, shortly. “Well, I don’t know. Swear that you won’t run away — by God!”


    Luneff looked at the wrinkled, pitying face of the police officer, and said in a surly tone, —


    “I don’t believe in God.”


    The police officer waved his hand.


    “March!”


    When the obscurity and dampness of the night enveloped Luneff, he gave a deep sigh, stopped and looked up at the sky, which was almost black and seemed as if it were quite close to the earth, resembling the smoky ceiling of a small, close room.


    “Go on,” the policeman said to him.


    He went on. The houses stood on each side of the road and looked like enormous stones, the mud emitted a sobbing sound under their feet, and the road led down to where the blackness seemed still denser. Ilia stumbled against a stone and almost fell. In the emptiness of his soul the troublesome thought started up —


    “And what next?”


    And instantly before him rose the picture of the trial. Gromoff’s gentle voice and Petruha Filimonoff’s red face.


    His toes ached from the blow against the stone. He went slower. In his ears sounded the bold words of the little dark man about satisfied people, —


    “They understand quite well; that is why they are severe.”


    Then he heard Gromoff’s good-humoured voice, —


    “Do you plead guilty?”


    And the public prosecutor saying slowly, —


    “Tell us, prisoner.”


    Petruha’s red face was frowning and his red lips moved.


    Luneff limped along and went still slower.


    “Go on, go on!” said the policeman, sternly.


    An inexpressible distress, burning like red-hot iron and as sharp as the blade of a knife, cut into Ilia’s heart. He dashed forward and ran down the hill at the top of his speed, pushing himself from the stones with his feet. The wind whistled in his ears, he was suffocating, waving his hands and throwing his body on further and further into the darkness. Behind him the policeman came thumping along heavily, shrill whistles of alarm cut the air, and a husky voice roared, —


    “Ho-old him!”


    Everything aroused Ilia — the houses, street, sky, seemed to be quivering and leaping and clambering after him in a thick, heavy mass. He tore on and felt no fatigue, for his desire not to see Petruha had given him wings. Something grey and smooth, that filled him with despair, rose up before him from out of the darkness. He remembered that the street turned into the High Street almost at a right angle. There were people there and he would be caught.


    “Fly on, my soul!” cried he at the top of his voice, and, bending his head, dashed forward still quicker. A cold, grey stone wall rose up before him. A blow, which sounded like the splash of a wave on the river, resounded in the darkness of the night, hollow and short, then died away.


    Then two figures came rolling along towards the wall. They flung themselves upon the third, who had fallen at the bottom of it, but hastily rose again. Some more people came running down the hill, the thud of their feet, shouts and shrill whistles resounded in the air.


    “Has he smashed himself?” asked one of the policemen, gasping for breath.


    The other struck a match and sat down on the ground. At his feet lay a hand, and the fingers, tightly clenched, were slowly relaxing.


    “His head seems to have burst.”


    “Look, there’s the brain.”


    The black figures of people leaped out of the darkness.


    “Oh, you devil!” said the policeman, who was standing by, in a low voice. His companion rose from the ground, and, crossing himself, said in a tired, choking voice, —


    “Lord, rest his soul, all the same.”


    THE END
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    First published in Russia in 1906-07, after it had already been published in English, The Mother is now considered to be Gorky’s greatest and most famous novel; an essential work in the socialist realism genre, for which the author is often credited for founding, although the term was not officially used for the first time until May 1932, during talks about establishing the Soviet Writers Union. Gorky had been critical of the Bolshevik belief in the need for a violent overthrow of the current order, as he had favoured a more peaceful transition and one that avoided any bloodshed. However, after he witnessed the horrific violence and oppression of the state during ‘Bloody Sunday’ in January 1905 he altered his opinion. He had supported the peaceful demonstration against the Russian autocracy lead by Father Georgy Gapon and had attended the march that resulted in the Imperial Guards opening fire on the unarmed demonstrators and killing more than one thousand citizens. He subsequently expressed the belief that it was acceptable and even necessary for revolutionaries to spill blood in order to reconstruct Russia.


    Gorky’s experiences in 1905 led him to tour Europe and North America in 1906, and it was in the latter, in the Adirondack Mountains, where he wrote the majority of The Mother. The work is set in the years leading up to the 1905 Revolution, and centres on Pelagueya Nilovna, the mother of Pavel Mikhailovich, a teenage boy, who begins work at a factory and quickly becomes involved in socialist activity and revolutionary movements. Initially, Pelagueya is concerned when her son starts to bring home texts banned by the State and uses their house into a centre for organising revolutionary action. However, after her son is detained for opposing a pay cut to the workers’ wages, she begins to educate herself about politics and becomes a devoted activist, distributing revolutionary materials to the oppressed working-class. The author vividly underlines the miserable and brutal lives of the impoverished workers, while highlighting the joy that can be experienced from solidarity between those who are exploited by the Russian social and economic system. Gorky relates a tale of struggle, oppression, conversion and the indomitable spirit of those fighting for a socialist future.


    In 1926, the famed Soviet director, screenwriter and actor Vsevolod Pudovkin adapted the novel for film, contributing to the success of the original work and the furthering of Gorky’s political message.
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    Poster for the 1926 film adaptation
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    CHAPTER I


    
      
    


    Every day the factory whistle bellowed forth its shrill, roaring, trembling noises into the smoke-begrimed and greasy atmosphere of the workingmen’s suburb; and obedient to the summons of the power of steam, people poured out of little gray houses into the street. With somber faces they hastened forward like frightened roaches, their muscles stiff from insufficient sleep. In the chill morning twilight they walked through the narrow, unpaved street to the tall stone cage that waited for them with cold assurance, illumining their muddy road with scores of greasy, yellow, square eyes. The mud plashed under their feet as if in mocking commiseration. Hoarse exclamations of sleepy voices were heard; irritated, peevish, abusive language rent the air with malice; and, to welcome the people, deafening sounds floated about — the heavy whir of machinery, the dissatisfied snort of steam. Stern and somber, the black chimneys stretched their huge, thick sticks high above the village.


    In the evening, when the sun was setting, and red rays languidly glimmered upon the windows of the houses, the factory ejected its people like burned-out ashes, and again they walked through the streets, with black, smoke-covered faces, radiating the sticky odor of machine oil, and showing the gleam of hungry teeth. But now there was animation in their voices, and even gladness. The servitude of hard toil was over for the day. Supper awaited them at home, and respite.


    The day was swallowed up by the factory; the machine sucked out of men’s muscles as much vigor as it needed. The day was blotted out from life, not a trace of it left. Man made another imperceptible step toward his grave; but he saw close before him the delights of rest, the joys of the odorous tavern, and he was satisfied.


    On holidays the workers slept until about ten o’clock. Then the staid and married people dressed themselves in their best clothes and, after duly scolding the young folks for their indifference to church, went to hear mass. When they returned from church, they ate pirogs, the Russian national pastry, and again lay down to sleep until the evening. The accumulated exhaustion of years had robbed them of their appetites, and to be able to eat they drank, long and deep, goading on their feeble stomachs with the biting, burning lash of vodka.


    In the evening they amused themselves idly on the street; and those who had overshoes put them on, even if it was dry, and those who had umbrellas carried them, even if the sun was shining. Not everybody has overshoes and an umbrella, but everybody desires in some way, however small, to appear more important than his neighbor.


    Meeting one another they spoke about the factory and the machines, had their fling against their foreman, conversed and thought only of matters closely and manifestly connected with their work. Only rarely, and then but faintly, did solitary sparks of impotent thought glimmer in the wearisome monotony of their talk. Returning home they quarreled with their wives, and often beat them, unsparing of their fists. The young people sat in the taverns, or enjoyed evening parties at one another’s houses, played the accordion, sang vulgar songs devoid of beauty, danced, talked ribaldry, and drank.


    Exhausted with toil, men drank swiftly, and in every heart there awoke and grew an incomprehensible, sickly irritation. It demanded an outlet. Clutching tenaciously at every pretext for unloading themselves of this disquieting sensation, they fell on one another for mere trifles, with the spiteful ferocity of beasts, breaking into bloody quarrels which sometimes ended in serious injury and on rare occasions even in murder.


    This lurking malice steadily increased, inveterate as the incurable weariness in their muscles. They were born with this disease of the soul inherited from their fathers. Like a black shadow it accompanied them to their graves, spurring on their lives to crime, hideous in its aimless cruelty and brutality.


    On holidays the young people came home late at night, dirty and dusty, their clothes torn, their faces bruised, boasting maliciously of the blows they had struck their companions, or the insults they had inflicted upon them; enraged or in tears over the indignities they themselves had suffered; drunken and piteous, unfortunate and repulsive. Sometimes the boys would be brought home by the mother or the father, who had picked them up in the street or in a tavern, drunk to insensibility. The parents scolded and swore at them peevishly, and beat their spongelike bodies, soaked with liquor; then more or less systematically put them to bed, in order to rouse them to work early next morning, when the bellow of the whistle should sullenly course through the air.


    They scolded and beat the children soundly, notwithstanding the fact that drunkenness and brawls among young folk appeared perfectly legitimate to the old people. When they were young they, too, had drunk and fought; they, too, had been beaten by their mothers and fathers. Life had always been like that. It flowed on monotonously and slowly somewhere down the muddy, turbid stream, year after year; and it was all bound up in strong ancient customs and habits that led them to do one and the same thing day in and day out. None of them, it seemed, had either the time or the desire to attempt to change this state of life.


    Once in a long while a stranger would come to the village. At first he attracted attention merely because he was a stranger. Then he aroused a light, superficial interest by the stories of the places where he had worked. Afterwards the novelty wore off, the people got used to him, and he remained unnoticed. From his stories it was clear that the life of the workingmen was the same everywhere. And if so, then what was there to talk about?


    Occasionally, however, some stranger spoke curious things never heard of in the suburb. The men did not argue with him, but listened to his odd speeches with incredulity. His words aroused blind irritation in some, perplexed alarm in others, while still others were disturbed by a feeble, shadowy glimmer of the hope of something, they knew not what. And they all began to drink more in order to drive away the unnecessary, meddlesome excitement.


    Noticing in the stranger something unusual, the villagers cherished it long against him and treated the man who was not like them with unaccountable apprehension. It was as if they feared he would throw something into their life which would disturb its straight, dismal course. Sad and difficult, it was yet even in its tenor. People were accustomed to the fact that life always oppressed them with the same power. Unhopeful of any turn for the better, they regarded every change as capable only of increasing their burden.


    And the workingmen of the suburb tacitly avoided people who spoke unusual things to them. Then these people disappeared again, going off elsewhere, and those who remained in the factory lived apart, if they could not blend and make one whole with the monotonous mass in the village.


    Living a life like that for some fifty years, a workman died.


    


    Thus also lived Michael Vlasov, a gloomy, sullen man, with little eyes which looked at everybody from under his thick eyebrows suspiciously, with a mistrustful, evil smile. He was the best locksmith in the factory, and the strongest man in the village. But he was insolent and disrespectful toward the foreman and the superintendent, and therefore earned little; every holiday he beat somebody, and everyone disliked and feared him.


    More than one attempt was made to beat him in turn, but without success. When Vlasov found himself threatened with attack, he caught a stone in his hand, or a piece of wood or iron, and spreading out his legs stood waiting in silence for the enemy. His face overgrown with a dark beard from his eyes to his neck, and his hands thickly covered with woolly hair, inspired everybody with fear. People were especially afraid of his eyes. Small and keen, they seemed to bore through a man like steel gimlets, and everyone who met their gaze felt he was confronting a beast, a savage power, inaccessible to fear, ready to strike unmercifully.


    “Well, pack off, dirty vermin!” he said gruffly. His coarse, yellow teeth glistened terribly through the thick hair on his face. The men walked off uttering coward abuse.


    “Dirty vermin!” he snapped at them, and his eyes gleamed with a smile sharp as an awl. Then holding his head in an attitude of direct challenge, with a short, thick pipe between his teeth, he walked behind them, and now and then called out: “Well, who wants death?”


    No one wanted it.


    He spoke little, and “dirty vermin” was his favorite expression. It was the name he used for the authorities of the factory, and the police, and it was the epithet with which he addressed his wife: “Look, you dirty vermin, don’t you see my clothes are torn?”


    When Pavel, his son, was a boy of fourteen, Vlasov was one day seized with the desire to pull him by the hair once more. But Pavel grasped a heavy hammer, and said curtly:


    “Don’t touch me!”


    “What!” demanded his father, bending over the tall, slender figure of his son like a shadow on a birch tree.


    “Enough!” said Pavel. “I am not going to give myself up any more.”


    And opening his dark eyes wide, he waved the hammer in the air.


    His father looked at him, folded his shaggy hands on his back, and, smiling, said:


    “All right.” Then he drew a heavy breath and added: “Ah, you dirty vermin!”


    Shortly after this he said to his wife:


    “Don’t ask me for money any more. Pasha will feed you now.”


    “And you will drink up everything?” she ventured to ask.


    “None of your business, dirty vermin!” From that time, for three years, until his death, he did not notice, and did not speak to his son.


    Vlasov had a dog as big and shaggy as himself. She accompanied him to the factory every morning, and every evening she waited for him at the gate. On holidays Vlasov started off on his round of the taverns. He walked in silence, and stared into people’s faces as if looking for somebody. His dog trotted after him the whole day long. Returning home drunk he sat down to supper, and gave his dog to eat from his own bowl. He never beat her, never scolded, and never petted her. After supper he flung the dishes from the table — if his wife was not quick enough to remove them in time — put a bottle of whisky before him, and leaning his back against the wall, began in a hoarse voice that spread anguish about him to bawl a song, his mouth wide open and his eyes closed. The doleful sounds got entangled in his mustache, knocking off the crumbs of bread. He smoothed down the hair of his beard and mustache with his thick fingers and sang — sang unintelligible words, long drawn out. The melody recalled the wintry howl of wolves. He sang as long as there was whisky in the bottle, then he dropped on his side upon the bench, or let his head sink on the table, and slept in this way until the whistle began to blow. The dog lay at his side.


    When he died, he died hard. For five days, turned all black, he rolled in his bed, gnashing his teeth, his eyes tightly closed. Sometimes he would say to his wife: “Give me arsenic. Poison me.”


    She called a physician. He ordered hot poultices, but said an operation was necessary and the patient must be taken at once to the hospital.


    “Go to the devil! I will die by myself, dirty vermin!” said Michael.


    And when the physician had left, and his wife with tears in her eyes began to insist on an operation, he clenched his fists and announced threateningly:


    “Don’t you dare! It will be worse for you if I get well.”


    He died in the morning at the moment when the whistle called the men to work. He lay in the coffin with open mouth, his eyebrows knit as if in a scowl. He was buried by his wife, his son, the dog, an old drunkard and thief, Daniel Vyesovshchikov, a discharged smelter, and a few beggars of the suburb. His wife wept a little and quietly; Pavel did not weep at all. The villagers who met the funeral in the street stopped, crossed themselves, and said to one another: “Guess Pelagueya is glad he died!” And some corrected: “He didn’t die; he rotted away like a beast.”


    When the body was put in the ground, the people went away, but the dog remained for a long time, and sitting silently on the fresh soil, she sniffed at the grave.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER II


    
      
    


    


    Two weeks after the death of his father, on a Sunday, Pavel came home very drunk. Staggering he crawled to a corner in the front of the room, and striking his fist on the table as his father used to do, shouted to his mother:


    “Supper!”


    The mother walked up to him, sat down at his side, and with her arm around her son, drew his head upon her breast. With his hand on her shoulder he pushed her away and shouted:


    “Mother, quick!”


    “You foolish boy!” said the mother in a sad and affectionate voice, trying to overcome his resistance.


    “I am going to smoke, too. Give me father’s pipe,” mumbled Pavel indistinctly, wagging his tongue heavily.


    It was the first time he had been drunk. The alcohol weakened his body, but it did not quench his consciousness, and the question knocked at his brain: “Drunk? Drunk?”


    The fondling of his mother troubled him, and he was touched by the sadness in her eyes. He wanted to weep, and in order to overcome this desire he endeavored to appear more drunk than he actually was.


    The mother stroked his tangled hair, and said in a low voice:


    “Why did you do it? You oughtn’t to have done it.”


    He began to feel sick, and after a violent attack of nausea the mother put him to bed, and laid a wet towel over his pale forehead. He sobered a little, but under and around him everything seemed to be rocking; his eyelids grew heavy; he felt a bad, sour taste in his mouth; he looked through his eyelashes on his mother’s large face, and thought disjointedly:


    “It seems it’s too early for me. Others drink and nothing happens — and I feel sick.”


    Somewhere from a distance came the mother’s soft voice:


    “What sort of a breadgiver will you be to me if you begin to drink?”


    He shut his eyes tightly and answered:


    “Everybody drinks.”


    The mother sighed. He was right. She herself knew that besides the tavern there was no place where people could enjoy themselves; besides the taste of whisky there was no other gratification. Nevertheless she said:


    “But don’t you drink. Your father drank for both of you. And he made enough misery for me. Take pity on your mother, then, will you not?”


    Listening to the soft, pitiful words of his mother, Pavel remembered that in his father’s lifetime she had remained unnoticed in the house. She had been silent and had always lived in anxious expectation of blows. Desiring to avoid his father, he had been home very little of late; he had become almost unaccustomed to his mother, and now, as he gradually sobered up, he looked at her fixedly.


    She was tall and somewhat stooping. Her heavy body, broken down with long years of toil and the beatings of her husband, moved about noiselessly and inclined to one side, as if she were in constant fear of knocking up against something. Her broad oval face, wrinkled and puffy, was lighted up with a pair of dark eyes, troubled and melancholy as those of most of the women in the village. On her right eyebrow was a deep scar, which turned the eyebrow upward a little; her right ear, too, seemed to be higher than the left, which gave her face the appearance of alarmed listening. Gray locks glistened in her thick, dark hair, like the imprints of heavy blows. Altogether she was soft, melancholy, and submissive.


    Tears slowly trickled down her cheeks.


    “Wait, don’t cry!” begged the son in a soft voice. “Give me a drink.”


    She rose and said:


    “I’ll give you some ice water.”


    But when she returned he was already asleep. She stood over him for a minute, trying to breathe lightly. The cup in her hand trembled, and the ice knocked against the tin. Then, setting the cup on the table, she knelt before the sacred image upon the wall, and began to pray in silence. The sounds of dark, drunken life beat against the window panes; an accordion screeched in the misty darkness of the autumn night; some one sang a loud song; some one was swearing with ugly, vile oaths, and the excited sounds of women’s irritated, weary voices cut the air.


    


    Life in the little house of the Vlasovs flowed on monotonously, but more calmly and undisturbed than before, and somewhat different from everywhere else in the suburb.


    The house stood at the edge of the village, by a low but steep and muddy declivity. A third of the house was occupied by the kitchen and a small room used for the mother’s bedroom, separated from the kitchen by a partition reaching partially to the ceiling. The other two thirds formed a square room with two windows. In one corner stood Pavel’s bed, in front a table and two benches. Some chairs, a washstand with a small looking-glass over it, a trunk with clothes, a clock on the wall, and two ikons — this was the entire outfit of the household.


    Pavel tried to live like the rest. He did all a young lad should do — bought himself an accordion, a shirt with a starched front, a loud-colored necktie, overshoes, and a cane. Externally he became like all the other youths of his age. He went to evening parties and learned to dance a quadrille and a polka. On holidays he came home drunk, and always suffered greatly from the effects of liquor. In the morning his head ached, he was tormented by heartburns, his face was pale and dull.


    Once his mother asked him:


    “Well, did you have a good time yesterday?”


    He answered dismally and with irritation:


    “Oh, dreary as a graveyard! Everybody is like a machine. I’d better go fishing or buy myself a gun.”


    He worked faithfully, without intermission and without incurring fines. He was taciturn, and his eyes, blue and large like his mother’s, looked out discontentedly. He did not buy a gun, nor did he go a-fishing; but he gradually began to avoid the beaten path trodden by all. His attendance at parties became less and less frequent, and although he went out somewhere on holidays, he always returned home sober. His mother watched him unobtrusively but closely, and saw the tawny face of her son grow keener and keener, and his eyes more serious. She noticed that his lips were compressed in a peculiar manner, imparting an odd expression of austerity to his face. It seemed as if he were always angry at something, or as if a canker gnawed at him. At first his friends came to visit him, but never finding him at home, they remained away.


    The mother was glad to see her son turning out different from all the other factory youth; but a feeling of anxiety and apprehension stirred in her heart when she observed that he was obstinately and resolutely directing his life into obscure paths leading away from the routine existence about him — that he turned in his career neither to the right nor the left.


    He began to bring books home with him. At first he tried to escape attention when reading them; and after he had finished a book, he hid it. Sometimes he copied a passage on a piece of paper, and hid that also.


    “Aren’t you well, Pavlusha?” the mother asked once.


    “I’m all right,” he answered.


    “You are so thin,” said the mother with a sigh.


    He was silent.


    They spoke infrequently, and saw each other very little. In the morning he drank tea in silence, and went off to work; at noon he came for dinner, a few insignificant remarks were passed at the table, and he again disappeared until the evening. And in the evening, the day’s work ended, he washed himself, took supper, and then fell to his books, and read for a long time. On holidays he left home in the morning and returned late at night. She knew he went to the city and the theater; but nobody from the city ever came to visit him. It seemed to her that with the lapse of time her son spoke less and less; and at the same time she noticed that occasionally and with increasing frequency he used new words unintelligible to her, and that the coarse, rude, and hard expressions dropped from his speech. In his general conduct, also, certain traits appeared, forcing themselves upon his mother’s attention. He ceased to affect the dandy, but became more attentive to the cleanliness of his body and dress, and moved more freely and alertly. The increasing softness and simplicity of his manner aroused a disquieting interest in his mother.


    Once he brought a picture and hung it on the wall. It represented three persons walking lightly and boldly, and conversing.


    “This is Christ risen from the dead, and going to Emmaus,” explained Pavel.


    The mother liked the picture, but she thought:


    “You respect Christ, and yet you do not go to church.”


    Then more pictures appeared on the walls, and the number of books increased on the shelves neatly made for him by one of his carpenter friends. The room began to look like a home.


    He addressed his mother with the reverential plural “you,” and called her “mother” instead of “mamma.” But sometimes he turned to her suddenly, and briefly used the simple and familiar form of the singular: “Mamma, please be not thou disturbed if I come home late to-night.”


    This pleased her; in such words she felt something serious and strong.


    But her uneasiness increased. Since her son’s strangeness was not clarified with time, her heart became more and more sharply troubled with a foreboding of something unusual. Every now and then she felt a certain dissatisfaction with him, and she thought: “All people are like people, and he is like a monk. He is so stern. It’s not according to his years.” At other times she thought: “Maybe he has become interested in some sort of a girl down there.”


    But to go about with girls, money is needed, and he gave almost all his earnings to her.


    Thus weeks and months elapsed; and imperceptibly two years slipped by, two years of a strange, silent life, full of disquieting thoughts and anxieties that kept continually increasing.


    Once, when after supper Pavel drew the curtain over the window, sat down in a corner, and began to read, his tin lamp hanging on the wall over his head, the mother, after removing the dishes, came out from the kitchen and carefully walked up to him. He raised his head, and without speaking looked at her with a questioning expression.


    “Nothing, Pasha, just so!” she said hastily, and walked away, moving her eyebrows agitatedly. But after standing in the kitchen for a moment, motionless, thoughtful, deeply preoccupied, she washed her hands and approached her son again.


    “I want to ask you,” she said in a low, soft voice, “what you read all the time.”


    He put his book aside and said to her:


    “Sit down, mother.”


    The mother sat down heavily at his side, and straightening herself into an attitude of intense, painful expectation waited for something momentous.


    Without looking at her, Pavel spoke, not loudly, but for some reason very sternly:


    “I am reading forbidden books. They are forbidden to be read because they tell the truth about our — about the workingmen’s life. They are printed in secret, and if I am found with them I will be put in prison — I will be put in prison because I want to know the truth.”


    Breathing suddenly became difficult for her. Opening her eyes wide she looked at her son, and he seemed to her new, as if a stranger. His voice was different, lower, deeper, more sonorous. He pinched his thin, downy mustache, and looked oddly askance into the corner. She grew anxious for her son and pitied him.


    “Why do you do this, Pasha?”


    He raised his head, looked at her, and said in a low, calm voice:


    “I want to know the truth.”


    His voice sounded placid, but firm; and his eyes flashed resolution. She understood with her heart that her son had consecrated himself forever to something mysterious and awful. Everything in life had always appeared to her inevitable; she was accustomed to submit without thought, and now, too, she only wept softly, finding no words, but in her heart she was oppressed with sorrow and distress.


    “Don’t cry,” said Pavel, kindly and softly; and it seemed to her that he was bidding her farewell.


    “Think what kind of a life you are leading. You are forty years old, and have you lived? Father beat you. I understand now that he avenged his wretchedness on your body, the wretchedness of his life. It pressed upon him, and he did not know whence it came. He worked for thirty years; he began to work when the whole factory occupied but two buildings; now there are seven of them. The mills grow, and people die, working for them.”


    She listened to him eagerly and awestruck. His eyes burned with a beautiful radiance. Leaning forward on the table he moved nearer to his mother, and looking straight into her face, wet with tears, he delivered his first speech to her about the truth which he had now come to understand. With the naïveté of youth, and the ardor of a young student proud of his knowledge, religiously confiding in its truth, he spoke about everything that was clear to him, and spoke not so much for his mother as to verify and strengthen his own opinions. At times he halted, finding no words, and then he saw before him a disturbed face, in which dimly shone a pair of kind eyes clouded with tears. They looked on with awe and perplexity. He was sorry for his mother, and began to speak again, about herself and her life.


    “What joys did you know?” he asked. “What sort of a past can you recall?”


    She listened and shook her head dolefully, feeling something new, unknown to her, both sorrowful and gladsome, like a caress to her troubled and aching heart. It was the first time she had heard such language about herself, her own life. It awakened in her misty, dim thoughts, long dormant; gently roused an almost extinct feeling of rebellion, perplexed dissatisfaction — thoughts and feelings of a remote youth. She often discussed life with her neighbors, spoke a great deal about everything; but all, herself included, only complained; no one explained why life was so hard and burdensome.


    And now her son sat before her; and what he said about her — his eyes, his face, his words — it all clutched at her heart, filling her with a sense of pride for her son, who truly understood the life of his mother, and spoke the truth about her and her sufferings, and pitied her.


    Mothers are not pitied. She knew it. She did not understand Pavel when speaking about matters not pertaining to herself, but all he said about her own woman’s existence was bitterly familiar and true. Hence it seemed to her that every word of his was perfectly true, and her bosom throbbed with a gentle sensation which warmed it more and more with an unknown, kindly caress.


    “What do you want to do, then?” she asked, interrupting his speech.


    “Study and then teach others. We workingmen must study. We must learn, we must understand why life is so hard for us.”


    It was sweet to her to see that his blue eyes, always so serious and stern, now glowed with warmth, softly illuminating something new within him. A soft, contented smile played around her lips, although the tears still trembled in the wrinkles of her face. She wavered between two feelings: pride in her son who desired the good of all people, had pity for all, and understood the sorrow and affliction of life; and the involuntary regret for his youth, because he did not speak like everybody else, because he resolved to enter alone into a fight against the life to which all, including herself, were accustomed.


    She wanted to say to him: “My dear, what can you do? People will crush you. You will perish.”


    But it was pleasant to her to listen to his speeches, and she feared to disturb her delight in her son, who suddenly revealed himself so new and wise, even if somewhat strange.


    Pavel saw the smile around his mother’s lips, the attention in her face, the love in her eyes; and it seemed to him that he compelled her to understand his truth; and youthful pride in the power of his word heightened his faith in himself. Seized with enthusiasm, he continued to talk, now smiling, now frowning. Occasionally hatred sounded in his words; and when his mother heard its bitter, harsh accents she shook her head, frightened, and asked in a low voice:


    “Is it so, Pasha?”


    “It is so!” he answered firmly. And he told her about people who wanted the good of men, and who sowed truth among them; and because of this the enemies of life hunted them down like beasts, thrust them into prisons, and exiled them, and set them to hard labor.


    “I have seen such people!” he exclaimed passionately. “They are the best people on earth!”


    These people filled the mother with terror, and she wanted to ask her son: “Is it so, Pasha?”


    But she hesitated, and leaning back she listened to the stories of people incomprehensible to her, who taught her son to speak and think words and thoughts so dangerous to him. Finally she said:


    “It will soon be daylight. You ought to go to bed. You’ve got to go to work.”


    “Yes, I’ll go to bed at once,” he assented. “Did you understand me?”


    “I did,” she said, drawing a deep breath. Tears rolled down from her eyes again, and breaking into sobs she added: “You will perish, my son!”


    Pavel walked up and down the room.


    “Well, now you know what I am doing and where I am going. I told you all. I beg of you, mother, if you love me, do not hinder me!”


    “My darling, my beloved!” she cried, “maybe it would be better for me not to have known anything!”


    He took her hand and pressed it firmly in his. The word “mother,” pronounced by him with feverish emphasis, and that clasp of the hand so new and strange, moved her.


    “I will do nothing!” she said in a broken voice. “Only be on your guard! Be on your guard!” Not knowing what he should be on his guard against, nor how to warn him, she added mournfully: “You are getting so thin.”


    And with a look of affectionate warmth, which seemed to embrace his firm, well-shaped body, she said hastily, and in a low voice:


    “God be with you! Live as you want to. I will not hinder you. One thing only I beg of you — do not speak to people unguardedly! You must be on the watch with people; they all hate one another. They live in greed and envy; all are glad to do injury; people persecute out of sheer amusement. When you begin to accuse them and to judge them, they will hate you, and will hound you to destruction!”


    Pavel stood in the doorway listening to the melancholy speech, and when the mother had finished he said with a smile:


    “Yes, people are sorry creatures; but when I came to recognize that there is truth in the world, people became better.” He smiled again and added: “I do not know how it happened myself! From childhood I feared everybody; as I grew up I began to hate everybody, some for their meanness, others — well, I do not know why — just so! And now I see all the people in a different way. I am grieved for them all! I cannot understand it; but my heart turned softer when I recognized that there is truth in men, and that not all are to blame for their foulness and filth.”


    He was silent as if listening to something within himself. Then he said in a low voice and thoughtfully:


    “That’s how truth lives.”


    She looked at him tenderly.


    “May God protect you!” she sighed. “It is a dangerous change that has come upon you.”


    When he had fallen asleep, the mother rose carefully from her bed and came gently into her son’s room. Pavel’s swarthy, resolute, stern face was clearly outlined against the white pillow. Pressing her hand to her bosom, the mother stood at his bedside. Her lips moved mutely, and great tears rolled down her cheeks.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER III


    
      
    


    


    Again they lived in silence, distant and yet near to each other. Once, in the middle of the week, on a holiday, as he was preparing to leave the house he said to his mother:


    “I expect some people here on Saturday.”


    “What people?” she asked.


    “Some people from our village, and others from the city.”


    “From the city?” repeated the mother, shaking her head. And suddenly she broke into sobs.


    “Now, mother, why this?” cried Pavel resentfully. “What for?”


    Drying her face with her apron, she answered quietly:


    “I don’t know, but it is the way I feel.”


    He paced up and down the room, then halting before her, said:


    “Are you afraid?”


    “I am afraid,” she acknowledged. “Those people from the city — who knows them?”


    He bent down to look in her face, and said in an offended tone, and, it seemed to her, angrily, like his father:


    “This fear is what is the ruin of us all. And some dominate us; they take advantage of our fear and frighten us still more. Mark this: as long as people are afraid, they will rot like the birches in the marsh. We must grow bold; it is time!


    “It’s all the same,” he said, as he turned from her; “they’ll meet in my house, anyway.”


    “Don’t be angry with me!” the mother begged sadly. “How can I help being afraid? All my life I have lived in fear!”


    “Forgive me!” was his gentler reply, “but I cannot do otherwise,” and he walked away.


    For three days her heart was in a tremble, sinking in fright each time she remembered that strange people were soon to come to her house. She could not picture them to herself, but it seemed to her they were terrible people. It was they who had shown her son the road he was going.


    On Saturday night Pavel came from the factory, washed himself, put on clean clothes, and when walking out of the house said to his mother without looking at her:


    “When they come, tell them I’ll be back soon. Let them wait a while. And please don’t be afraid. They are people like all other people.”


    She sank into her seat almost fainting.


    Her son looked at her soberly. “Maybe you’d better go away somewhere,” he suggested.


    The thought offended her. Shaking her head in dissent, she said:


    “No, it’s all the same. What for?”


    It was the end of November. During the day a dry, fine snow had fallen upon the frozen earth, and now she heard it crunching outside the window under her son’s feet as he walked away. A dense crust of darkness settled immovably upon the window panes, and seemed to lie in hostile watch for something. Supporting herself on the bench, the mother sat and waited, looking at the door.


    It seemed to her that people were stealthily and watchfully walking about the house in the darkness, stooping and looking about on all sides, strangely attired and silent. There around the house some one was already coming, fumbling with his hands along the wall.


    A whistle was heard. It circled around like the notes of a fine chord, sad and melodious, wandered musingly into the wilderness of darkness, and seemed to be searching for something. It came nearer. Suddenly it died away under the window, as if it had entered into the wood of the wall. The noise of feet was heard on the porch. The mother started, and rose with a strained, frightened look in her eyes.


    The door opened. At first a head with a big, shaggy hat thrust itself into the room; then a slender, bending body crawled in, straightened itself out, and deliberately raised its right hand.


    “Good evening!” said the man, in a thick, bass voice, breathing heavily.


    The mother bowed in silence.


    “Pavel is not at home yet?”


    The stranger leisurely removed his short fur jacket, raised one foot, whipped the snow from his boot with his hat, then did the same with the other foot, flung his hat into a corner, and rocking on his thin legs walked into the room, looking back at the imprints he left on the floor. He approached the table, examined it as if to satisfy himself of its solidity, and finally sat down and, covering his mouth with his hand, yawned. His head was perfectly round and close-cropped, his face shaven except for a thin mustache, the ends of which pointed downward.


    After carefully scrutinizing the room with his large, gray, protuberant eyes, he crossed his legs, and, leaning his head over the table, inquired:


    “Is this your own house, or do you rent it?”


    The mother, sitting opposite him, answered:


    “We rent it.”


    “Not a very fine house,” he remarked.


    “Pasha will soon be here; wait,” said the mother quietly.


    “Why, yes, I am waiting,” said the man.


    His calmness, his deep, sympathetic voice, and the candor and simplicity of his face encouraged the mother. He looked at her openly and kindly, and a merry sparkle played in the depths of his transparent eyes. In the entire angular, stooping figure, with its thin legs, there was something comical, yet winning. He was dressed in a blue shirt, and dark, loose trousers thrust into his boots. She was seized with the desire to ask him who he was, whence he came, and whether he had known her son long. But suddenly he himself put a question, leaning forward with a swing of his whole body.


    “Who made that hole in your forehead, mother?”


    His question was uttered in a kind voice and with a noticeable smile in his eyes; but the woman was offended by the sally. She pressed her lips together tightly, and after a pause rejoined with cold civility:


    “And what business is it of yours, sir?”


    With the same swing of his whole body toward her, he said:


    “Now, don’t get angry! I ask because my foster mother had her head smashed just exactly like yours. It was her man who did it for her once, with a last — he was a shoemaker, you see. She was a washerwoman and he was a shoemaker. It was after she had taken me as her son that she found him somewhere, a drunkard, and married him, to her great misfortune. He beat her — I tell you, my skin almost burst with terror.”


    The mother felt herself disarmed by his openness. Moreover, it occurred to her that perhaps her son would be displeased with her harsh reply to this odd personage. Smiling guiltily she said:


    “I am not angry, but — you see — you asked so very soon. It was my good man, God rest his soul! who treated me to the cut. Are you a Tartar?”


    The stranger stretched out his feet, and smiled so broad a smile that the ends of his mustache traveled to the nape of his neck. Then he said seriously:


    “Not yet. I’m not a Tartar yet.”


    “I asked because I rather thought the way you spoke was not exactly Russian,” she explained, catching his joke.


    “I am better than a Russian, I am!” said the guest laughingly. “I am a Little Russian from the city of Kanyev.”


    “And have you been here long?”


    “I lived in the city about a month, and I came to your factory about a month ago. I found some good people, your son and a few others. I will live here for a while,” he said, twirling his mustache.


    The man pleased the mother, and, yielding to the impulse to repay him in some way for his kind words about her son, she questioned again:


    “Maybe you’d like to have a glass of tea?”


    “What! An entertainment all to myself!” he answered, raising his shoulders. “I’ll wait for the honor until we are all here.”


    This allusion to the coming of others recalled her fear to her.


    “If they all are only like this one!” was her ardent wish.


    Again steps were heard on the porch. The door opened quickly, and the mother rose. This time she was taken completely aback by the newcomer in her kitchen — a poorly and lightly dressed girl of medium height, with the simple face of a peasant woman, and a head of thick, dark hair. Smiling she said in a low voice:


    “Am I late?”


    “Why, no!” answered the Little Russian, looking out of the living room. “Come on foot?”


    “Of course! Are you the mother of Pavel Vlasov? Good evening! My name is Natasha.”


    “And your other name?” inquired the mother.


    “Vasilyevna. And yours?”


    “Pelagueya Nilovna.”


    “So here we are all acquainted.”


    “Yes,” said the mother, breathing more easily, as if relieved, and looking at the girl with a smile.


    The Little Russian helped her off with her cloak, and inquired:


    “Is it cold?”


    “Out in the open, very! The wind — goodness!”


    Her voice was musical and clear, her mouth small and smiling, her body round and vigorous. Removing her wraps, she rubbed her ruddy cheeks briskly with her little hands, red with the cold, and walking lightly and quickly she passed into the room, the heels of her shoes rapping sharply on the floor.


    “She goes without overshoes,” the mother noted silently.


    “Indeed it is cold,” repeated the girl. “I’m frozen through — ooh!”


    “I’ll warm up the samovar for you!” the mother said, bustling and solicitous. “Ready in a moment,” she called from the kitchen.


    Somehow it seemed to her she had known the girl long, and even loved her with the tender, compassionate love of a mother. She was glad to see her; and recalling her guest’s bright blue eyes, she smiled contentedly, as she prepared the samovar and listened to the conversation in the room.


    “Why so gloomy, Nakhodka?” asked the girl.


    “The widow has good eyes,” answered the Little Russian. “I was thinking maybe my mother has such eyes. You know, I keep thinking of her as alive.”


    “You said she was dead?”


    “That’s my adopted mother. I am speaking now of my real mother. It seems to me that perhaps she may be somewhere in Kiev begging alms and drinking whisky.”


    “Why do you think such awful things?”


    “I don’t know. And the policemen pick her up on the street drunk and beat her.”


    “Oh, you poor soul,” thought the mother, and sighed.


    Natasha muttered something hotly and rapidly; and again the sonorous voice of the Little Russian was heard.


    “Ah, you are young yet, comrade,” he said. “You haven’t eaten enough onions yet. Everyone has a mother, none the less people are bad. For although it is hard to rear children, it is still harder to teach a man to be good.”


    “What strange ideas he has,” the mother thought, and for a moment she felt like contradicting the Little Russian and telling him that here was she who would have been glad to teach her son good, but knew nothing herself. The door, however, opened and in came Nikolay Vyesovshchikov, the son of the old thief Daniel, known in the village as a misanthrope. He always kept at a sullen distance from people, who retaliated by making sport of him.


    “You, Nikolay! How’s that?” she asked in surprise.


    Without replying he merely looked at the mother with his little gray eyes, and wiped his pockmarked, high-cheeked face with the broad palm of his hand.


    “Is Pavel at home?” he asked hoarsely.


    “No.”


    He looked into the room and said:


    “Good evening, comrades.”


    “He, too. Is it possible?” wondered the mother resentfully, and was greatly surprised to see Natasha put her hand out to him in a kind, glad welcome.


    The next to come were two young men, scarcely more than boys. One of them the mother knew. He was Yakob, the son of the factory watchman, Somov. The other, with a sharp-featured face, high forehead, and curly hair, was unknown to her; but he, too, was not terrible.


    Finally Pavel appeared, and with him two men, both of whose faces she recognized as those of workmen in the factory.


    “You’ve prepared the samovar! That’s fine. Thank you!” said Pavel as he saw what his mother had done.


    “Perhaps I should get some vodka,” she suggested, not knowing how to express her gratitude to him for something which as yet she did not understand.


    “No, we don’t need it!” he responded, removing his coat and smiling affectionately at her.


    It suddenly occurred to her that her son, by way of jest, had purposely exaggerated the danger of the gathering.


    “Are these the ones they call illegal people?” she whispered.


    “The very ones!” answered Pavel, and passed into the room.


    She looked lovingly after him and thought to herself condescendingly:


    “Mere children!”


    When the samovar boiled, and she brought it into the room, she found the guests sitting in a close circle around the table, and Natasha installed in the corner under the lamp with a book in her hands.


    “In order to understand why people live so badly,” said Natasha.


    “And why they are themselves so bad,” put in the Little Russian.


    “It is necessary to see how they began to live — —”


    “See, my dears, see!” mumbled the mother, making the tea.


    They all stopped talking.


    “What is the matter, mother?” asked Pavel, knitting his brows.


    “What?” She looked around, and seeing the eyes of all upon her she explained with embarrassment, “I was just speaking to myself.”


    Natasha laughed and Pavel smiled, but the Little Russian said: “Thank you for the tea, mother.”


    “Hasn’t drunk it yet and thanks me already,” she commented inwardly. Looking at her son, she asked: “I am not in your way?”


    “How can the hostess in her own home be in the way of her guests?” replied Natasha, and then continuing with childish plaintiveness: “Mother dear, give me tea quick! I am shivering with cold; my feet are all frozen.”


    “In a moment, in a moment!” exclaimed the mother, hurrying.


    Having drunk a cup of tea, Natasha drew a long breath, brushed her hair back from her forehead, and began to read from a large yellow-covered book with pictures. The mother, careful not to make a noise with the dishes, poured tea into the glasses, and strained her untrained mind to listen to the girl’s fluent reading. The melodious voice blended with the thin, musical hum of the samovar. The clear, simple narrative of savage people who lived in caves and killed the beasts with stones floated and quivered like a dainty ribbon in the room. It sounded like a tale, and the mother looked up to her son occasionally, wishing to ask him what was illegal in the story about wild men. But she soon ceased to follow the narrative and began to scrutinize the guests, unnoticed by them or her son.
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    “The mother ... strained her untrained mind to listen.”


    Pavel sat at Natasha’s side. He was the handsomest of them all. Natasha bent down very low over the book. At times she tossed back the thin curls that kept running down over her forehead, and lowered her voice to say something not in the book, with a kind look at the faces of her auditors. The Little Russian bent his broad chest over a corner of the table, and squinted his eyes in the effort to see the worn ends of his mustache, which he constantly twirled. Vyesovshchikov sat on his chair straight as a pole, his palms resting on his knees, and his pockmarked face, browless and thin-lipped, immobile as a mask. He kept his narrow-eyed gaze stubbornly fixed upon the reflection of his face in the glittering brass of the samovar. He seemed not even to breathe. Little Somov moved his lips mutely, as if repeating to himself the words in the book; and his curly-haired companion, with bent body, elbows on knees, his face supported on his hands, smiled abstractedly. One of the men who had entered at the same time as Pavel, a slender young chap with red, curly hair and merry green eyes, apparently wanted to say something; for he kept turning around impatiently. The other, light-haired and closely cropped, stroked his head with his hand and looked down on the floor so that his face remained invisible.


    It was warm in the room, and the atmosphere was genial. The mother responded to this peculiar charm, which she had never before felt. She was affected by the purling of Natasha’s voice, mingled with the quavering hum of the samovar, and recalled the noisy evening parties of her youth — the coarseness of the young men, whose breath always smelled of vodka — their cynical jokes. She remembered all this, and an oppressive sense of pity for her own self gently stirred her worn, outraged heart.


    Before her rose the scene of the wooing of her husband. At one of the parties he had seized her in a dark porch, and pressing her with his whole body to the wall asked in a gruff, vexed voice:


    “Will you marry me?”


    She had been pained and had felt offended; but he rudely dug his fingers into her flesh, snorted heavily, and breathed his hot, humid breath into her face. She struggled to tear herself out of his grasp.


    “Hold on!” he roared. “Answer me! Well?”


    Out of breath, shamed and insulted, she remained silent.


    “Don’t put on airs now, you fool! I know your kind. You are mighty pleased.”


    Some one opened the door. He let her go leisurely, saying:


    “I will send a matchmaker to you next Sunday.”


    And he did.


    The mother covered her eyes and heaved a deep sigh.


    
      

    


    “I do not want to know how people used to live, but how they ought to live!” The dull, dissatisfied voice of Vyesovshchikov was heard in the room.


    “That’s it!” corroborated the red-headed man, rising.


    “And I disagree!” cried Somov. “If we are to go forward, we must know everything.”


    “True, true!” said the curly-headed youth in a low tone.


    A heated discussion ensued; and the words flashed like tongues of fire in a wood pile. The mother did not understand what they were shouting about. All faces glowed in an aureole of animation, but none grew angry, no one spoke the harsh, offensive words so familiar to her.


    “They restrain themselves on account of a woman’s presence,” she concluded.


    The serious face of Natasha pleased her. The young woman looked at all these young men so considerately, with the air of an elder person toward children.


    “Wait, comrades,” she broke out suddenly. And they all grew silent and turned their eyes upon her.


    “Those who say that we ought to know everything are right. We ought to illumine ourselves with the light of reason, so that the people in the dark may see us; we ought to be able to answer every question honestly and truly. We must know all the truth, all the falsehood.”


    The Little Russian listened and nodded his head in accompaniment to her words. Vyesovshchikov, the red-haired fellow, and the other factory worker, who had come with Pavel, stood in a close circle of three. For some reason the mother did not like them.


    When Natasha ceased talking, Pavel arose and asked calmly:


    “Is filling our stomachs the only thing we want?”


    “No!” he answered himself, looking hard in the direction of the three. “We want to be people. We must show those who sit on our necks, and cover up our eyes, that we see everything, that we are not foolish, we are not animals, and that we do not want merely to eat, but also to live like decent human beings. We must show our enemies that our life of servitude, of hard toil which they impose upon us, does not hinder us from measuring up to them in intellect, and as to spirit, that we rise far above them!”


    The mother listened to his words, and a feeling of pride in her son stirred her bosom — how eloquently he spoke!


    “People with well-filled stomachs are, after all, not a few, but honest people there are none,” said the Little Russian. “We ought to build a bridge across the bog of this rotten life to a future of soulful goodness. That’s our task, that’s what we have to do, comrades!”


    “When the time is come to fight, it’s not the time to cure the finger,” said Vyesovshchikov dully.


    “There will be enough breaking of our bones before we get to fighting!” the Little Russian put in merrily.


    It was already past midnight when the group began to break up. The first to go were Vyesovshchikov and the red-haired man — which again displeased the mother.


    “Hm! How they hurry!” she thought, nodding them a not very friendly farewell.


    “Will you see me home, Nakhodka?” asked Natasha.


    “Why, of course,” answered the Little Russian.


    When Natasha put on her wraps in the kitchen, the mother said to her: “Your stockings are too thin for this time of the year. Let me knit some woolen ones for you, will you, please?”


    “Thank you, Pelagueya Nilovna. Woolen stockings scratch,” Natasha answered, smiling.


    “I’ll make them so they won’t scratch.”


    Natasha looked at her rather perplexedly, and her fixed serious glance hurt the mother.


    “Pardon me my stupidity; like my good will, it’s from my heart, you know,” she added in a low voice.


    “How kind you are!” Natasha answered in the same voice, giving her a hasty pressure of the hand and walking out.


    “Good night, mother!” said the Little Russian, looking into her eyes. His bending body followed Natasha out to the porch.


    The mother looked at her son. He stood in the room at the door and smiled.


    “The evening was fine,” he declared, nodding his head energetically. “It was fine! But now I think you’d better go to bed; it’s time.”


    “And it’s time for you, too. I’m going in a minute.”


    She busied herself about the table gathering the dishes together, satisfied and even glowing with a pleasurable agitation. She was glad that everything had gone so well and had ended peaceably.


    “You arranged it nicely, Pavlusha. They certainly are good people. The Little Russian is such a hearty fellow. And the young lady, what a bright, wise girl she is! Who is she?”


    “A teacher,” answered Pavel, pacing up and down the room.


    “Ah! Such a poor thing! Dressed so poorly! Ah, so poorly! It doesn’t take long to catch a cold. And where are her relatives?”


    “In Moscow,” said Pavel, stopping before his mother. “Look! her father is a rich man; he is in the hardware business, and owns much property. He drove her out of the house because she got into this movement. She grew up in comfort and warmth, she was coddled and indulged in everything she desired — and now she walks four miles at night all by herself.”


    The mother was shocked. She stood in the middle of the room, and looked mutely at her son. Then she asked quietly:


    “Is she going to the city?”


    “Yes.”


    “And is she not afraid?”


    “No,” said Pavel smiling.


    “Why did she go? She could have stayed here overnight, and slept with me.”


    “That wouldn’t do. She might have been seen here to-morrow morning, and we don’t want that; nor does she.”


    The mother recollected her previous anxieties, looked thoughtfully through the window, and asked:


    “I cannot understand, Pasha, what there is dangerous in all this, or illegal. Why, you are not doing anything bad, are you?”


    She was not quite assured of the safety and propriety of his conduct, and was eager for a confirmation from her son. But he looked calmly into her eyes, and declared in a firm voice:


    “There is nothing bad in what we’re doing, and there’s not going to be. And yet the prison is awaiting us all. You may as well know it.”


    Her hands trembled. “Maybe God will grant you escape somehow,” she said with sunken voice.


    “No,” said the son kindly, but decidedly. “I cannot lie to you. We will not escape.” He smiled. “Now go to bed. You are tired. Good night.”


    Left alone, she walked up to the window, and stood there looking into the street. Outside it was cold and cheerless. The wind howled, blowing the snow from the roofs of the little sleeping houses. Striking against the walls and whispering something, quickly it fell upon the ground and drifted the white clouds of dry snowflakes across the street.


    “O Christ in heaven, have mercy upon us!” prayed the mother.


    The tears began to gather in her eyes, as fear returned persistently to her heart, and like a moth in the night she seemed to see fluttering the woe of which her son spoke with such composure and assurance.


    Before her eyes as she gazed a smooth plain of snow spread out in the distance. The wind, carrying white, shaggy masses, raced over the plain, piping cold, shrill whistles. Across the snowy expanse moved a girl’s figure, dark and solitary, rocking to and fro. The wind fluttered her dress, clogged her footsteps, and drove pricking snowflakes into her face. Walking was difficult; the little feet sank into the snow. Cold and fearful the girl bent forward, like a blade of grass, the sport of the wanton wind. To the right of her on the marsh stood the dark wall of the forest; the bare birches and aspens quivered and rustled with a mournful cry. Yonder in the distance, before her, the lights of the city glimmered dimly.


    “Lord in heaven, have mercy!” the mother muttered again, shuddering with the cold and horror of an unformed fear.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER IV


    
      
    


    


    The days glided by one after the other, like the beads of a rosary, and grew into weeks and months. Every Saturday Pavel’s friends gathered in his house; and each meeting formed a step up a long stairway, which led somewhere into the distance, gradually lifting the people higher and higher. But its top remained invisible.


    New people kept coming. The small room of the Vlasovs became crowded and close. Natasha arrived every Saturday night, cold and tired, but always fresh and lively, in inexhaustible good spirits. The mother made stockings, and herself put them on the little feet. Natasha laughed at first; but suddenly grew silent and thoughtful, and said in a low voice to the mother:


    “I had a nurse who was also ever so kind. How strange, Pelagueya Nilovna! The workingmen live such a hard, outraged life, and yet there is more heart, more goodness in them than in — those!” And she waved her hand, pointing somewhere far, very far from herself.


    “See what sort of a person you are,” the older woman answered. “You have left your own family and everything—” She was unable to finish her thought, and heaving a sigh looked silently into Natasha’s face with a feeling of gratitude to the girl for she knew not what. She sat on the floor before Natasha, who smiled and fell to musing.


    “I have abandoned my family?” she repeated, bending her head down. “That’s nothing. My father is a stupid, coarse man — my brother also — and a drunkard, besides. My oldest sister — unhappy, wretched thing — married a man much older than herself, very rich, a bore and greedy. But my mother I am sorry for! She’s a simple woman like you, a beaten-down, frightened creature, so tiny, like a little mouse — she runs so quickly and is afraid of everybody. And sometimes I want to see her so — my mother!”


    “My poor thing!” said the mother sadly, shaking her head.


    The girl quickly threw up her head and cried out:


    “Oh, no! At times I feel such joy, such happiness!”


    Her face paled and her blue eyes gleamed. Placing her hands on the mother’s shoulders she said with a deep voice issuing from her very heart, quietly as if in an ecstasy:


    “If you knew — if you but understood what a great, joyous work we are doing! You will come to feel it!” she exclaimed with conviction.


    A feeling akin to envy touched the heart of the mother. Rising from the floor she said plaintively:


    “I am too old for that — ignorant and old.”


    Pavel spoke more and more often and at greater length, discussed more and more hotly, and — grew thinner and thinner. It seemed to his mother that when he spoke to Natasha or looked at her his eyes turned softer, his voice sounded fonder, and his entire bearing became simpler.


    “Heaven grant!” she thought; and imagining Natasha as her daughter-in-law, she smiled inwardly.


    Whenever at the meetings the disputes waxed too hot and stormy, the Little Russian stood up, and rocking himself to and fro like the tongue of a bell, he spoke in his sonorous, resonant voice simple and good words which allayed their excitement and recalled them to their purpose. Vyesovshchikov always kept hurrying everybody on somewhere. He and the red-haired youth called Samoylov were the first to begin all disputes. On their side were always Ivan Bukin, with the round head and the white eyebrows and lashes, who looked as if he had been hung out to dry, or washed out with lye; and the curly-headed, lofty-browed Fedya Mazin. Modest Yakob Somov, always smoothly combed and clean, spoke little and briefly, with a quiet, serious voice, and always took sides with Pavel and the Little Russian.


    Sometimes, instead of Natasha, Alexey Ivanovich, a native of some remote government, came from the city. He wore eyeglasses, his beard was shiny, and he spoke with a peculiar singing voice. He produced the impression of a stranger from a far-distant land. He spoke about simple matters — about family life, about children, about commerce, the police, the price of bread and meat — about everything by which people live from day to day; and in everything he discovered fraud, confusion, and stupidity, sometimes setting these matters in a humorous light, but always showing their decided disadvantage to the people.


    To the mother, too, it seemed that he had come from far away, from another country, where all the people lived a simple, honest, easy life, and that here everything was strange to him, that he could not get accustomed to this life and accept it as inevitable, that it displeased him, and that it aroused in him a calm determination to rearrange it after his own model. His face was yellowish, with thin, radiate wrinkles around his eyes, his voice low, and his hands always warm. In greeting the mother he would enfold her entire hand in his long, powerful fingers, and after such a vigorous hand clasp she felt more at ease and lighter of heart.


    Other people came from the city, oftenest among them a tall, well-built young girl with large eyes set in a thin, pale face. She was called Sashenka. There was something manly in her walk and movements; she knit her thick, dark eyebrows in a frown, and when she spoke the thin nostrils of her straight nose quivered.


    She was the first to say, “We are socialists!” Her voice when she said it was loud and strident.


    When the mother heard this word, she stared in dumb fright into the girl’s face. But Sashenka, half closing her eyes, said sternly and resolutely: “We must give up all our forces to the cause of the regeneration of life; we must realize that we will receive no recompense.”


    The mother understood that the socialists had killed the Czar. It had happened in the days of her youth; and people had then said that the landlords, wishing to revenge themselves on the Czar for liberating the peasant serfs, had vowed not to cut their hair until the Czar should be killed. These were the persons who had been called socialists. And now she could not understand why it was that her son and his friends were socialists.


    When they had all departed, she asked Pavel:


    “Pavlusha, are you a socialist?”


    “Yes,” he said, standing before her, straight and stalwart as always. “Why?”


    The mother heaved a heavy sigh, and lowering her eyes, said:


    “So, Pavlusha? Why, they are against the Czar; they killed one.”


    Pavel walked up and down the room, ran his hand across his face, and, smiling, said:


    “We don’t need to do that!”


    He spoke to her for a long while in a low, serious voice. She looked into his face and thought:


    “He will do nothing bad; he is incapable of doing bad!”


    And thereafter the terrible word was repeated with increasing frequency; its sharpness wore off, and it became as familiar to her ear as scores of other words unintelligible to her. But Sashenka did not please her, and when she came the mother felt troubled and ill at ease.


    Once she said to the Little Russian, with an expression of dissatisfaction about the mouth:


    “What a stern person this Sashenka is! Flings her commands around! — You must do this and you must do that!”


    The Little Russian laughed aloud.


    “Well said, mother! You struck the nail right on the head! Hey, Pavel?”


    And with a wink to the mother, he said with a jovial gleam in his eyes:


    “You can’t drain the blue blood out of a person even with a pump!”


    Pavel remarked dryly:


    “She is a good woman!” His face glowered.


    “And that’s true, too!” the Little Russian corroborated. “Only she does not understand that she ought to — —”


    They started up an argument about something the mother did not understand. The mother noticed, also, that Sashenka was most stern with Pavel, and that sometimes she even scolded him. Pavel smiled, was silent, and looked in the girl’s face with that soft look he had formerly given Natasha. This likewise displeased the mother.


    The gatherings increased in number, and began to be held twice a week; and when the mother observed with what avidity the young people listened to the speeches of her son and the Little Russian, to the interesting stories of Sashenka, Natasha, Alexey Ivanovich, and the other people from the city, she forgot her fears and shook her head sadly as she recalled the days of her youth.


    Sometimes they sang songs, the simple, familiar melodies, aloud and merrily. But often they sang new songs, the words and music in perfect accord, sad and quaint in tune. These they sang in an undertone, pensively and seriously as church hymns are chanted. Their faces grew pale, yet hot, and a mighty force made itself felt in their ringing words.


    “It is time for us to sing these songs in the street,” said Vyesovshchikov somberly.


    And sometimes the mother was struck by the spirit of lively, boisterous hilarity that took sudden possession of them. It was incomprehensible to her. It usually happened on the evenings when they read in the papers about the working people in other countries. Then their eyes sparkled with bold, animated joy; they became strangely, childishly happy; the room rang with merry peals of laughter, and they struck one another on the shoulder affectionately.


    “Capital fellows, our comrades the French!” cried some one, as if intoxicated with his own mirth.


    “Long live our comrades, the workingmen of Italy!” they shouted another time.


    And sending these calls into the remote distance to friends who did not know them, who could not have understood their language, they seemed to feel confident that these people unknown to them heard and comprehended their enthusiasm and their ecstasy.


    The Little Russian spoke, his eyes beaming, his love larger than the love of the others:


    “Comrades, it would be well to write to them over there! Let them know that they have friends living in far-away Russia, workingmen who confess and believe in the same religion as they, comrades who pursue the same aims as they, and who rejoice in their victories!”


    And all, with smiles on their faces dreamily spoke at length of the Germans, the Italians, the Englishmen, and the Swedes, of the working people of all countries, as of their friends, as of people near to their hearts, whom without seeing they loved and respected, whose joys they shared, whose pain they felt.


    In the small room a vast feeling was born of the universal kinship of the workers of the world, at the same time its masters and its slaves, who had already been freed from the bondage of prejudice and who felt themselves the new masters of life. This feeling blended all into a single soul; it moved the mother, and, although inaccessible to her, it straightened and emboldened her, as it were, with its force, with its joys, with its triumphant, youthful vigor, intoxicating, caressing, full of hope.


    “What queer people you are!” said the mother to the Little Russian one day. “All are your comrades — the Armenians and the Jews and the Austrians. You speak about all as of your friends; you grieve for all, and you rejoice for all!”


    “For all, mother dear, for all! The world is ours! The world is for the workers! For us there is no nation, no race. For us there are only comrades and foes. All the workingmen are our comrades; all the rich, all the authorities are our foes. When you see how numerous we workingmen are, how tremendous the power of the spirit in us, then your heart is seized with such joy, such happiness, such a great holiday sings in your bosom! And, mother, the Frenchman and the German feel the same way when they look upon life, and the Italian also. We are all children of one mother — the great, invincible idea of the brotherhood of the workers of all countries over all the earth. This idea grows, it warms us like the sun; it is a second sun in the heaven of justice, and this heaven resides in the workingman’s heart. Whoever he be, whatever his name, a socialist is our brother in spirit now and always, and through all the ages forever and ever!”


    This intoxicated and childish joy, this bright and firm faith came over the company more and more frequently; and it grew ever stronger, ever mightier.


    And when the mother saw this, she felt that in very truth a great dazzling light had been born into the world like the sun in the sky and visible to her eyes.


    On occasions when his father had stolen something again and was in prison, Nikolay would announce to his comrades: “Now we can hold our meetings at our house. The police will think us thieves, and they love thieves!”


    Almost every evening after work one of Pavel’s comrades came to his house, read with him, and copied something from the books. So greatly occupied were they that they hardly even took the time to wash. They ate their supper and drank tea with the books in their hands; and their talks became less and less intelligible to the mother.


    “We must have a newspaper!” Pavel said frequently.


    Life grew ever more hurried and feverish; there was a constant rushing from house to house, a passing from one book to another, like the flirting of bees from flower to flower.


    “They are talking about us!” said Vyesovshchikov once. “We must get away soon.”


    “What’s a quail for but to be caught in the snare?” retorted the Little Russian.


    Vlasova liked the Little Russian more and more. When he called her “mother,” it was like a child’s hand patting her on the cheek. On Sunday, if Pavel had no time, he chopped wood for her; once he came with a board on his shoulder, and quickly and skillfully replaced the rotten step on the porch. Another time he repaired the tottering fence with just as little ado. He whistled as he worked. It was a beautifully sad and wistful whistle.


    Once the mother said to the son:


    “Suppose we take the Little Russian in as a boarder. It will be better for both of you. You won’t have to run to each other so much!”


    “Why need you trouble and crowd yourself?” asked Pavel, shrugging his shoulders.


    “There you have it! All my life I’ve had trouble for I don’t know what. For a good person it’s worth the while.”


    “Do as you please. If he comes I’ll be glad.”


    And the Little Russian moved into their home.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER V


    
      
    


    


    The little house at the edge of the village aroused attention. Its walls already felt the regard of scores of suspecting eyes. The motley wings of rumor hovered restlessly above them.


    People tried to surprise the secret hidden within the house by the ravine. They peeped into the windows at night. Now and then somebody would rap on the pane, and quickly take to his heels in fright.


    Once the tavern keeper stopped Vlasova on the street. He was a dapper old man, who always wore a black silk neckerchief around his red, flabby neck, and a thick, lilac-colored waistcoat of velvet around his body. On his sharp, glistening nose there always sat a pair of glasses with tortoise-shell rims, which secured him the sobriquet of “bony eyes.”


    In a single breath and without awaiting an answer, he plied Vlasova with dry, crackling words:


    “How are you, Pelagueya Nilovna, how are you? How is your son? Thinking of marrying him off, hey? He’s a youth full ripe for matrimony. The sooner a son is married off, the safer it is for his folks. A man with a family preserves himself better both in the spirit and the flesh. With a family he is like mushrooms in vinegar. If I were in your place I would marry him off. Our times require a strict watch over the animal called man; people are beginning to live in their brains. Men have run amuck with their thoughts, and they do things that are positively criminal. The church of God is avoided by the young folk; they shun the public places, and assemble in secret in out-of-the-way corners. They speak in whispers. Why speak in whispers, pray? All this they don’t dare say before people in the tavern, for example. What is it, I ask? A secret? The secret place is our holy church, as old as the apostles. All the other secrets hatched in the corners are the offspring of delusions. I wish you good health.”


    Raising his hand in an affected manner, he lifted his cap, and waving it in the air, walked away, leaving the mother to her perplexity.


    Vlasova’s neighbor, Marya Korsunova, the blacksmith’s widow, who sold food at the factory, on meeting the mother in the market place also said to her:


    “Look out for your son, Pelagueya!”


    “What’s the matter?”


    “They’re talking!” Marya tendered the information in a hushed voice. “And they don’t say any good, mother of mine! They speak as if he’s getting up a sort of union, something like those Flagellants — sects, that’s the name! They’ll whip one another like the Flagellants — —”


    “Stop babbling nonsense, Marya! Enough!”


    “I’m not babbling nonsense! I talk because I know.”


    The mother communicated all these conversations to her son. He shrugged his shoulders in silence, and the Little Russian laughed with his thick, soft laugh.


    “The girls also have a crow to pick with you!” she said. “You’d make enviable bridegrooms for any of them; you’re all good workers, and you don’t drink — but you don’t pay any attention to them. Besides, people are saying that girls of questionable character come to you.”


    “Well, of course!” exclaimed Pavel, his brow contracting in a frown of disgust.


    “In the bog everything smells of rottenness!” said the Little Russian with a sigh. “Why don’t you, mother, explain to the foolish girls what it is to be married, so that they shouldn’t be in such a hurry to get their bones broken?”


    “Oh, well,” said the mother, “they see the misery in store for them, they understand, but what can they do? They have no other choice!”


    “It’s a queer way they have of understanding, else they’d find a choice,” observed Pavel.


    The mother looked into his austere face.


    “Why don’t you teach them? Why don’t you invite some of the cleverer ones?”


    “That won’t do!” the son replied dryly.


    “Suppose we try?” said the Little Russian.


    After a short silence Pavel said:


    “Couples will be formed; couples will walk together; then some will get married, and that’s all.”


    The mother became thoughtful. Pavel’s austerity worried her. She saw that his advice was taken even by his older comrades, such as the Little Russian; but it seemed to her that all were afraid of him, and no one loved him because he was so stern.


    Once when she had lain down to sleep, and her son and the Little Russian were still reading, she overheard their low conversation through the thin partition.


    “You know I like Natasha,” suddenly ejaculated the Little Russian in an undertone.


    “I know,” answered Pavel after a pause.


    “Yes!”


    The mother heard the Little Russian rise and begin to walk. The tread of his bare feet sounded on the floor, and a low, mournful whistle was heard. Then he spoke again:


    “And does she notice it?”


    Pavel was silent.


    “What do you think?” the Little Russian asked, lowering his voice.


    “She does,” replied Pavel. “That’s why she has refused to attend our meetings.”


    The Little Russian dragged his feet heavily over the floor, and again his low whistle quivered in the room. Then he asked:


    “And if I tell her?”


    “What?” The brief question shot from Pavel like the discharge of a gun.


    “That I am—” began the Little Russian in a subdued voice.


    “Why?” Pavel interrupted.


    The mother heard the Little Russian stop, and she felt that he smiled.


    “Yes, you see, I consider that if you love a girl you must tell her about it; else there’ll be no sense to it!”


    Pavel clapped the book shut with a bang.


    “And what sense do you expect?”


    Both were silent for a long while.


    “Well?” asked the Little Russian.


    “You must be clear in your mind, Andrey, as to what you want to do,” said Pavel slowly. “Let us assume that she loves you, too — I do not think so, but let us assume it. Well, you get married. An interesting union — the intellectual with the workingman! Children come along; you will have to work all by yourself and very hard. Your life will become the ordinary life of a struggle for a piece of bread and a shelter for yourself and children. For the cause, you will become nonexistent, both of you!”


    Silence ensued. Then Pavel began to speak again in a voice that sounded softer:


    “You had better drop all this, Andrey. Keep quiet, and don’t worry her. That’s the more honest way.”


    “And do you remember what Alexey Ivanovich said about the necessity for a man to live a complete life — with all the power of his soul and body — do you remember?”


    “That’s not for us! How can you attain completion? It does not exist for you. If you love the future you must renounce everything in the present — everything, brother!”


    “That’s hard for a man!” said the Little Russian in a lowered voice.


    “What else can be done? Think!”


    The indifferent pendulum of the clock kept chopping off the seconds of life, calmly and precisely. At last the Little Russian said:


    “Half the heart loves, and the other half hates! Is that a heart?”


    “I ask you, what else can we do?”


    The pages of a book rustled. Apparently Pavel had begun to read again. The mother lay with closed eyes, and was afraid to stir. She was ready to weep with pity for the Little Russian; but she was grieved still more for her son.


    “My dear son! My consecrated one!” she thought.


    Suddenly the Little Russian asked:


    “So I am to keep quiet?”


    “That’s more honest, Andrey,” answered Pavel softly.


    “All right! That’s the road we will travel.” And in a few seconds he added, in a sad and subdued voice: “It will be hard for you, Pasha, when you get to that yourself.”


    “It is hard for me already.”


    “Yes?”


    “Yes.”


    The wind brushed along the walls of the house, and the pendulum marked the passing time.


    “Um,” said the Little Russian leisurely, at last. “That’s too bad.”


    The mother buried her head in the pillow and wept inaudibly.


    In the morning Andrey seemed to her to be lower in stature and all the more winning. But her son towered thin, straight, and taciturn as ever. She had always called the Little Russian Andrey Stepanovich, in formal address, but now, all at once, involuntarily and unconsciously she said to him:


    “Say, Andriusha, you had better get your boots mended. You are apt to catch cold.”


    “On pay day, mother, I’ll buy myself a new pair,” he answered, smiling. Then suddenly placing his long hand on her shoulder, he added: “You know, you are my real mother. Only you don’t want to acknowledge it to people because I am so ugly.”


    She patted him on the hand without speaking. She would have liked to say many endearing things, but her heart was wrung with pity, and the words would not leave her tongue.


    


    They spoke in the village about the socialists who distributed broadcast leaflets in blue ink. In these leaflets the conditions prevailing in the factory were trenchantly and pointedly depicted, as well as the strikes in St. Petersburg and southern Russia; and the workingmen were called upon to unite and fight for their interests.


    The staid people who earned good pay waxed wroth as they read the literature, and said abusively: “Breeders of rebellion! For such business they ought to get their eyes blacked.” And they carried the pamphlets to the office.


    The young people read the proclamations eagerly, and said excitedly: “It’s all true!”


    The majority, broken down with their work, and indifferent to everything, said lazily: “Nothing will come of it. It is impossible!”


    But the leaflets made a stir among the people, and when a week passed without their getting any, they said to one another:


    “None again to-day! It seems the printing must have stopped.”


    Then on Monday the leaflets appeared again; and again there was a dull buzz of talk among the workingmen.


    In the taverns and the factory strangers were noticed, men whom no one knew. They asked questions, scrutinized everything and everybody; looked around, ferreted about, and at once attracted universal attention, some by their suspicious watchfulness, others by their excessive obtrusiveness.


    The mother knew that all this commotion was due to the work of her son Pavel. She saw how all the people were drawn together about him. He was not alone, and therefore it was not so dangerous. But pride in her son mingled with her apprehension for his fate; it was his secret labors that discharged themselves in fresh currents into the narrow, turbid stream of life.


    One evening Marya Korsunova rapped at the window from the street, and when the mother opened it, she said in a loud whisper:


    “Now, take care, Pelagueya; the boys have gotten themselves into a nice mess! It’s been decided to make a search to-night in your house, and Mazin’s and Vyesovshchikov’s — —”


    The mother heard only the beginning of the woman’s talk; all the rest of the words flowed together in one stream of ill-boding, hoarse sounds.


    Marya’s thick lips flapped hastily one against the other. Snorts issued from her fleshy nose, her eyes blinked and turned from side to side as if on the lookout for somebody in the street.


    “And, mark you, I do not know anything, and I did not say anything to you, mother dear, and did not even see you to-day, you understand?”


    Then she disappeared.


    The mother closed the window and slowly dropped on a chair, her strength gone from her, her brain a desolate void. But the consciousness of the danger threatening her son quickly brought her to her feet again. She dressed hastily, for some reason wrapped her shawl tightly around her head, and ran to Fedya Mazin, who, she knew, was sick and not working. She found him sitting at the window reading a book, and moving his right hand to and fro with his left, his thumb spread out. On learning the news he jumped up nervously, his lips trembled, and his face paled.


    “There you are! And I have an abscess on my finger!” he mumbled.


    “What are we to do?” asked Vlasova, wiping the perspiration from her face with a hand that trembled nervously.


    “Wait a while! Don’t be afraid,” answered Fedya, running his sound hand through his curly hair.


    “But you are afraid yourself!”


    “I?” He reddened and smiled in embarrassment. “Yes — h-m — I had a fit of cowardice, the devil take it! We must let Pavel know. I’ll send my little sister to him. You go home. Never mind! They’re not going to beat us.”


    On returning home she gathered together all the books, and pressing them to her bosom walked about the house for a long time, looking into the oven, under the oven, into the pipe of the samovar, and even into the water vat. She thought Pavel would at once drop work and come home; but he did not come. Finally she sat down exhausted on the bench in the kitchen, putting the books under her; and she remained in that position, afraid to rise, until Pavel and the Little Russian returned from the factory.


    “Do you know?” she exclaimed without rising.


    “We know!” said Pavel with a composed smile. “Are you afraid?”


    “Oh, I’m so afraid, so afraid!”


    “You needn’t be afraid,” said the Little Russian. “That won’t help anybody.”


    “Didn’t even prepare the samovar,” remarked Pavel.


    The mother rose, and pointed to the books with a guilty air.


    “You see, it was on account of them — all the time — I was — —”


    The son and the Little Russian burst into laughter; and this relieved her. Then Pavel picked out some books and carried them out into the yard to hide them, while the Little Russian remained to prepare the samovar.


    “There’s nothing terrible at all in this, mother. It’s only a shame for people to occupy themselves with such nonsense. Grown-up men in gray come in with sabers at their sides, with spurs on their feet, and rummage around, and dig up and search everything. They look under the bed, and climb up to the garret; if there is a cellar they crawl down into it. The cobwebs get on their faces, and they puff and snort. They are bored and ashamed. That’s why they put on the appearance of being very wicked and very mad with us. It’s dirty work, and they understand it, of course they do! Once they turned everything topsy-turvy in my place, and went away abashed, that’s all. Another time they took me along with them. Well, they put me in prison, and I stayed there with them for about four months. You sit and sit, then you’re called out, taken to the street under an escort of soldiers, and you’re asked certain questions. They’re stupid people, they talk such incoherent stuff. When they’re done with you, they tell the soldiers to take you back to prison. So they lead you here, and they lead you there — they’ve got to justify their salaries somehow. And then they let you go free. That’s all.”


    “How you always do speak, Andriusha!” exclaimed the mother involuntarily.


    Kneeling before the samovar he diligently blew into the pipe; but presently he turned his face, red with exertion, toward her, and smoothing his mustache with both hands inquired:


    “And how do I speak, pray?”


    “As if nobody had ever done you any wrong.”


    He rose, approached her, and shaking his head, said:


    “Is there an unwronged soul anywhere in the wide world? But I have been wronged so much that I have ceased to feel wronged. What’s to be done if people cannot help acting as they do? The wrongs I undergo hinder me greatly in my work. It is impossible to avoid them. But to stop and pay attention to them is useless waste of time. Such a life! Formerly I would occasionally get angry — but I thought to myself: all around me I see people broken in heart. It seemed as if each one were afraid that his neighbor would strike him, and so he tried to get ahead and strike the other first. Such a life it is, mother dear.”


    His speech flowed on serenely. He resolutely distracted her mind from alarm at the expected police search. His luminous, protuberant eyes smiled sadly. Though ungainly, he seemed made of stuff that bends but never breaks.


    The mother sighed and uttered the warm wish:


    “May God grant you happiness, Andriusha!”


    The Little Russian stalked to the samovar with long strides, sat in front of it again on his heels, and mumbled:


    “If he gives me happiness, I will not decline it; ask for it I won’t, to seek it I have no time.”


    And he began to whistle.


    Pavel came in from the yard and said confidently:


    “They won’t find them!” He started to wash himself. Then carefully rubbing his hands dry, he added: “If you show them, mother, that you are frightened, they will think there must be something in this house because you tremble. And we have done nothing as yet, nothing! You know that we don’t want anything bad; on our side is truth, and we will work for it all our lives. This is our entire guilt. Why, then, need we fear?”


    “I will pull myself together, Pasha!” she assured him. And the next moment, unable to repress her anxiety, she exclaimed: “I wish they’d come soon, and it would all be over!”


    But they did not come that night, and in the morning, in anticipation of the fun that would probably be poked at her for her alarm, the mother began to joke at herself.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VI


    
      
    


    


    The searchers appeared at the very time they were not expected, nearly a month after this anxious night. Nikolay Vyesovshchikov was at Pavel’s house talking with him and Andrey about their newspaper. It was late, about midnight. The mother was already in bed. Half awake, half asleep, she listened to the low, busy voices. Presently Andrey got up and carefully picked his way through and out of the kitchen, quietly shutting the door after him. The noise of the iron bucket was heard on the porch. Suddenly the door was flung wide open; the Little Russian entered the kitchen, and announced in a loud whisper:


    “I hear the jingling of spurs in the street!”


    The mother jumped out of bed, catching at her dress with a trembling hand; but Pavel came to the door and said calmly:


    “You stay in bed; you’re not feeling well.”


    A cautious, stealthy sound was heard on the porch. Pavel went to the door and knocking at it with his hand asked:


    “Who’s there?”


    A tall, gray figure tumultuously precipitated itself through the doorway; after it another; two gendarmes pushed Pavel back, and stationed themselves on either side of him, and a loud mocking voice called out:


    “No one you expect, eh?”


    The words came from a tall, lank officer, with a thin, black mustache. The village policeman, Fedyakin, appeared at the bedside of the mother, and, raising one hand to his cap, pointed the other at her face and, making terrible eyes, said:


    “This is his mother, your honor!” Then, waving his hand toward Pavel: “And this is he himself.”


    “Pavel Vlasov?” inquired the officer, screwing up his eyes; and when Pavel silently nodded his head, he announced, twirling his mustache:


    “I have to make a search in your house. Get up, old woman!”


    “Who is there?” he asked, turning suddenly and making a dash for the door.


    “Your name?” His voice was heard from the other room.


    Two other men came in from the porch: the old smelter Tveryakov and his lodger, the stoker Rybin, a staid, dark-colored peasant. He said in a thick, loud voice:


    “Good evening, Nilovna.”


    She dressed herself, all the while speaking to herself in a low voice, so as to give herself courage:


    “What sort of a thing is this? They come at night. People are asleep and they come — —”


    The room was close, and for some reason smelled strongly of shoe blacking. Two gendarmes and the village police commissioner, Ryskin, their heavy tread resounding on the floor, removed the books from the shelves and put them on the table before the officer. Two others rapped on the walls with their fists, and looked under the chairs. One man clumsily clambered up on the stove in the corner. Nikolay’s pockmarked face became covered with red patches, and his little gray eyes were steadfastly fixed upon the officer. The Little Russian curled his mustache, and when the mother entered the room, he smiled and gave her an affectionate nod of the head.


    Striving to suppress her fear, she walked, not sideways as always, but erect, her chest thrown out, which gave her figure a droll, stilted air of importance. Her shoes made a knocking sound on the floor, and her brows trembled.


    The officer quickly seized the books with the long fingers of his white hand, turned over the pages, shook them, and with a dexterous movement of the wrist flung them aside. Sometimes a book fell to the floor with a light thud. All were silent. The heavy breathing of the perspiring gendarmes was audible; the spurs clanked, and sometimes the low question was heard: “Did you look here?”


    The mother stood by Pavel’s side against the wall. She folded her arms over her bosom, like her son, and both regarded the officer. The mother felt her knees trembling, and her eyes became covered with a dry mist.


    Suddenly the piercing voice of Nikolay cut into the silence:


    “Why is it necessary to throw the books on the floor?”


    The mother trembled. Tveryakov rocked his head as if he had been struck on the back. Rybin uttered a peculiar cluck, and regarded Nikolay attentively.


    The officer threw up his head, screwed up his eyes, and fixed them for a second upon the pockmarked, mottled, immobile face. His fingers began to turn the leaves of the books still more rapidly. His face was yellow and pale; he twisted his lips continually. At times he opened his large gray eyes wide, as if he suffered from an intolerable pain, and was ready to scream out in impotent anguish.


    “Soldier!” Vyesovshchikov called out again. “Pick the books up!”


    All the gendarmes turned their eyes on him, then looked at the officer. He again raised his head, and taking in the broad figure of Nikolay with a searching stare, he drawled:


    “Well, well, pick up the books.”


    One gendarme bent down, and, looking slantwise at Vyesovshchikov, began to collect the books scattered on the floor.


    “Why doesn’t Nikolay keep quiet?” the mother whispered to Pavel. He shrugged his shoulders. The Little Russian drooped his head.


    “What’s the whispering there? Silence, please! Who reads the Bible?”


    “I!” said Pavel.


    “Aha! And whose books are all these?”


    “Mine!” answered Pavel.


    “So!” exclaimed the officer, throwing himself on the back of the chair. He made the bones of his slender hand crack, stretched his legs under the table, and adjusting his mustache, asked Nikolay: “Are you Andrey Nakhodka?”


    “Yes!” answered Nikolay, moving forward. The Little Russian put out his hand, took him by the shoulder, and pulled him back.


    “He made a mistake; I am Andrey!”


    The officer raised his hand, and threatening Vyesovshchikov with his little finger, said:


    “Take care!”


    He began to search among his papers. From the street the bright, moonlit night looked on through the window with soulless eyes. Some one was loafing about outside the window, and the snow crunched under his tread.


    “You, Nakhodka, you have been searched for political offenses before?” asked the officer.


    “Yes, I was searched in Rostov and Saratov. Only there the gendarmes addressed me as ‘Mr.’”


    The officer winked his right eye, rubbed it, and showing his fine teeth, said:


    “And do you happen to know, Mr. Nakhodka — yes, you, Mr. Nakhodka — who those scoundrels are who distribute criminal proclamations and books in the factory, eh?”


    The Little Russian swayed his body, and with a broad smile on his face was about to say something, when the irritating voice of Nikolay again rang out:


    “This is the first time we have seen scoundrels here!”


    Silence ensued. There was a moment of breathless suspense. The scar on the mother’s face whitened, and her right eyebrow traveled upward. Rybin’s black beard quivered strangely. He dropped his eyes, and slowly scratched one hand with the other.


    “Take this dog out of here!” said the officer.


    Two gendarmes seized Nikolay under the arm and rudely pulled him into the kitchen. There he planted his feet firmly on the floor and shouted:


    “Stop! I am going to put my coat on.”


    The police commissioner came in from the yard and said:


    “There is nothing out there. We searched everywhere!”


    “Well, of course!” exclaimed the officer, laughing. “I knew it! There’s an experienced man here, it goes without saying.”


    The mother listened to his thin, dry voice, and looking with terror into the yellow face, felt an enemy in this man, an enemy without pity, with a heart full of aristocratic disdain of the people. Formerly she had but rarely seen such persons, and now she had almost forgotten they existed.


    “Then this is the man whom Pavel and his friends have provoked,” she thought.


    “I place you, Mr. Andrey Onisimov Nakhodka, under arrest.”


    “What for?” asked the Little Russian composedly.


    “I will tell you later!” answered the officer with spiteful civility, and turning to Vlasova, he shouted:


    “Say, can you read or write?”


    “No!” answered Pavel.


    “I didn’t ask you!” said the officer sternly, and repeated: “Say, old woman, can you read or write?”


    The mother involuntarily gave way to a feeling of hatred for the man. She was seized with a sudden fit of trembling, as if she had jumped into cold water. She straightened herself, her scar turned purple, and her brow drooped low.


    “Don’t shout!” she said, flinging out her hand toward him. “You are a young man still; you don’t know misery or sorrow — —”


    “Calm yourself, mother!” Pavel intervened.


    “In this business, mother, you’ve got to take your heart between your teeth and hold it there tight,” said the Little Russian.


    “Wait a moment, Pasha!” cried the mother, rushing to the table and then addressing the officer: “Why do you snatch people away thus?”


    “That does not concern you. Silence!” shouted the officer, rising.


    “Bring in the prisoner Vyesovshchikov!” he commanded, and began to read aloud a document which he raised to his face.


    Nikolay was brought into the room.


    “Hats off!” shouted the officer, interrupting his reading.


    Rybin went up to Vlasova, and patting her on the back, said in an undertone:


    “Don’t get excited, mother!”


    “How can I take my hat off if they hold my hands?” asked Nikolay, drowning the reading.


    The officer flung the paper on the table.


    “Sign!” he said curtly.


    The mother saw how everyone signed the document, and her excitement died down, a softer feeling taking possession of her heart. Her eyes filled with tears — burning tears of insult and impotence — such tears she had wept for twenty years of her married life, but lately she had almost forgotten their acid, heart-corroding taste.


    The officer regarded her contemptuously. He scowled and remarked:


    “You bawl ahead of time, my lady! Look out, or you won’t have tears left for the future!”


    “A mother has enough tears for everything, everything! If you have a mother, she knows it!”


    The officer hastily put the papers into his new portfolio with its shining lock.


    “How independent they all are in your place!” He turned to the police commissioner.


    “An impudent pack!” mumbled the commissioner.


    “March!” commanded the officer.


    “Good-by, Andrey! Good-by, Nikolay!” said Pavel warmly and softly, pressing his comrades’ hands.


    “That’s it! Until we meet again!” the officer scoffed.


    Vyesovshchikov silently pressed Pavel’s hands with his short fingers and breathed heavily. The blood mounted to his thick neck; his eyes flashed with rancor. The Little Russian’s face beamed with a sunny smile. He nodded his head, and said something to the mother; she made the sign of the cross over him.


    “God sees the righteous,” she murmured.


    At length the throng of people in the gray coats tumbled out on the porch, and their spurs jingled as they disappeared. Rybin went last. He regarded Pavel with an attentive look of his dark eyes and said thoughtfully: “Well, well — good-by!” and coughing in his beard he leisurely walked out on the porch.


    Folding his hands behind his back, Pavel slowly paced up and down the room, stepping over the books and clothes tumbled about on the floor. At last he said somberly:


    “You see how it’s done! With insult — disgustingly — yes! They left me behind.”


    Looking perplexedly at the disorder in the room, the mother whispered sadly:


    “They will take you, too, be sure they will. Why did Nikolay speak to them the way he did?”


    “He got frightened, I suppose,” said Pavel quietly. “Yes — It’s impossible to speak to them, absolutely impossible! They cannot understand!”


    “They came, snatched, and carried off!” mumbled the mother, waving her hands. As her son remained at home, her heart began to beat more lightly. Her mind stubbornly halted before one fact and refused to be moved. “How he scoffs at us, that yellow ruffian! How he threatens us!”


    “All right, mamma!” Pavel suddenly said with resolution. “Let us pick all this up!”


    He called her “mamma,” the word he used only when he came nearer to her. She approached him, looked into his face, and asked softly:


    “Did they insult you?”


    “Yes,” he answered. “That’s — hard! I would rather have gone with them.”


    It seemed to her that she saw tears in his eyes, and wishing to soothe him, with an indistinct sense of his pain, she said with a sigh:


    “Wait a while — they’ll take you, too!”


    “They will!” he replied.


    After a pause the mother remarked sorrowfully:


    “How hard you are, Pasha! If you’d only reassure me once in a while! But you don’t. When I say something horrible, you say something worse.”


    He looked at her, moved closer to her, and said gently:


    “I cannot, mamma! I cannot lie! You have to get used to it.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VII


    
      
    


    


    The next day they knew that Bukin, Samoylov, Somov, and five more had been arrested. In the evening Fedya Mazin came running in upon them. A search had been made in his house also. He felt himself a hero.


    “Were you afraid, Fedya?” asked the mother.


    He turned pale, his face sharpened, and his nostrils quivered.


    “I was afraid the officer might strike me. He has a black beard, he’s stout, his fingers are hairy, and he wears dark glasses, so that he looks as if he were without eyes. He shouted and stamped his feet. He said I’d rot in prison. And I’ve never been beaten either by my father or mother; they love me because I’m their only son. Everyone gets beaten everywhere, but I never!”


    He closed his eyes for a moment, compressed his lips, tossed his hair back with a quick gesture of both hands, and looking at Pavel with reddening eyes, said:


    “If anybody ever strikes me, I will thrust my whole body into him like a knife — I will bite my teeth into him — I’d rather he’d kill me at once and be done!”


    “To defend yourself is your right,” said Pavel. “But take care not to attack!”


    “You are delicate and thin,” observed the mother. “What do you want with fighting?”


    “I will fight!” answered Fedya in a low voice.


    When he left, the mother said to Pavel:


    “This young man will go down sooner than all the rest.”


    Pavel was silent.


    A few minutes later the kitchen door opened slowly and Rybin entered.


    “Good evening!” he said, smiling. “Here I am again. Yesterday they brought me here; to-day I come of my own accord. Yes, yes!” He gave Pavel a vigorous handshake, then put his hand on the mother’s shoulder, and asked: “Will you give me tea?”


    Pavel silently regarded his swarthy, broad countenance, his thick, black beard, and dark, intelligent eyes. A certain gravity spoke out of their calm gaze; his stalwart figure inspired confidence.


    The mother went into the kitchen to prepare the samovar. Rybin sat down, stroked his beard, and placing his elbows on the table, scanned Pavel with his dark look.


    “That’s the way it is,” he said, as if continuing an interrupted conversation. “I must have a frank talk with you. I observed you long before I came. We live almost next door to each other. I see many people come to you, and no drunkenness, no carrying on. That’s the main thing. If people don’t raise the devil, they immediately attract attention. What’s that? There you are! That’s why all eyes are on me, because I live apart and give no offense.”


    His speech flowed along evenly and freely. It had a ring that won him confidence.


    “So. Everybody prates about you. My masters call you a heretic; you don’t go to church. I don’t, either. Then the papers appeared, those leaflets. Was it you that thought them out?”


    “Yes, I!” answered Pavel, without taking his eyes off Rybin’s face. Rybin also looked steadily into Pavel’s eyes.


    “You alone!” exclaimed the mother, coming into the room. “It wasn’t you alone.”


    Pavel smiled; Rybin also.


    The mother sniffed, and walked away, somewhat offended because they did not pay attention to her words.


    “Those leaflets are well thought out. They stir the people up. There were twelve of them, weren’t there?”


    “Yes.”


    “I have read them all! Yes, yes. Sometimes they are not clear, and some things are superfluous. But when a man speaks a great deal, it’s natural he should occasionally say things out of the way.”


    Rybin smiled. His teeth were white and strong.


    “Then the search. That won me over to you more than anything else. You and the Little Russian and Nikolay, you all got caught!” He paused for the right word and looked at the window, rapping the table with his fingers. “They discovered your resolve. You attend to your business, your honor, you say, and we’ll attend to ours. The Little Russian’s a fine fellow, too. The other day I heard how he speaks in the factory, and thinks I to myself: that man isn’t going to be vanquished; it’s only one thing will knock him out, and that’s death! A sturdy chap! Do you trust me, Pavel?”


    “Yes, I trust you!” said Pavel, nodding.


    “That’s right. Look! I am forty years old; I am twice as old as you, and I’ve seen twenty times as much as you. For three years long I wore my feet to the bone marching in the army. I have been married twice. I’ve been in the Caucasus, I know the Dukhobors. They’re not masters of life, no, they aren’t!”


    The mother listened eagerly to his direct speech. It pleased her to have an older man come to her son and speak to him just as if he were confessing to him. But Pavel seemed to treat the guest too curtly, and the mother, to introduce a softer element, asked Rybin:


    “Maybe you’ll have something to eat.”


    “Thank you, mother! I’ve had my supper already. So then, Pavel, you think that life does not go as it should?”


    Pavel arose and began to pace the room, folding his hands behind his back.


    “It goes all right,” he said. “Just now, for instance, it has brought you here to me with an open heart. We who work our whole life long — it unites us gradually and more and more every day. The time will come when we shall all be united. Life is arranged unjustly for us and is made a burden. At the same time, however, life itself is opening our eyes to its bitter meaning and is itself showing man the way to accelerate its pace. We all of us think just as we live.”


    “True. But wait!” Rybin stopped him. “Man ought to be renovated — that’s what I think! When a man grows scabby, take him to the bath, give him a thorough cleaning, put clean clothes on him — and he will get well. Isn’t it so? And if the heart grows scabby, take its skin off, even if it bleeds, wash it, and dress it up all afresh. Isn’t it so? How else can you clean the inner man? There now!”


    Pavel began to speak hotly and bitterly about God, about the Czar, about the government authorities, about the factory, and how in foreign countries the workingmen stand up for their rights. Rybin smiled occasionally; sometimes he struck a finger on the table as if punctuating a period. Now and then he cried out briefly: “So!” And once, laughing out, he said quietly: “You’re young. You know people but little!”


    Pavel stopping before him said seriously:


    “Let’s not talk of being old or being young. Let us rather see whose thoughts are truer.”


    “That is, according to you, we’ve been fooled about God also. So! I, too, think that our religion is false and injurious to us.”


    Here the mother intervened. When her son spoke about God and about everything that she connected with her faith in him, which was dear and sacred to her, she sought to meet his eyes, she wanted to ask her son mutely not to chafe her heart with the sharp, bitter words of his unbelief. And she felt that Rybin, an older man, would also be displeased and offended. But when Rybin calmly put his question to Pavel, she could no longer contain herself, and said firmly: “When you speak of God, I wish you were more careful. You can do whatever you like. You have your compensation in your work.” Catching her breath she continued with still greater vehemence: “But I, an old woman, I will have nothing to lean upon in my distress if you take my God away from me.”


    Her eyes filled with tears. She was washing the dishes, and her fingers trembled.


    “You did not understand us, mother!” Pavel said softly and kindly.


    “Beg your pardon, mother!” Rybin added in a slow, thick voice. He looked at Pavel and smiled. “I forgot that you’re too old to cut out your warts.”


    “I did not speak,” continued Pavel, “about that good and gracious God in whom you believe, but about the God with whom the priests threaten us as with a stick, about the God in whose name they want to force all of us to the evil will of the few.”


    “That’s it, right you are!” exclaimed Rybin, striking his fingers upon the table. “They have mutilated even our God for us, they have turned everything in their hands against us. Mark you, mother, God created man in his own image and after his own likeness. Therefore he is like man if man is like him. But we have become, not like God, but like wild beasts! In the churches they set up a scarecrow before us. We have got to change our God, mother; we must cleanse him! They have dressed him up in falsehood and calumny; they have distorted his face in order to destroy our souls!”


    He talked composedly and very distinctly and intelligibly. Every word of his speech fell upon the mother’s ears like a blow. And his face set in the frame of his black beard, his broad face attired, as it were, in mourning, frightened her. The dark gleam of his eyes was insupportable to her. He aroused in her a sense of anguish, and filled her heart with terror.


    “No, I’d better go away,” she said, shaking her head in negation. “It’s not in my power to listen to this. I cannot!”


    And she quickly walked into the kitchen followed by the words of Rybin:


    “There you have it, Pavel! It begins not in the head, but in the heart. The heart is such a place that nothing else will grow in it.”


    “Only reason,” said Pavel firmly, “only reason will free mankind.”


    “Reason does not give strength!” retorted Rybin emphatically. “The heart gives strength, and not the head, I tell you.”


    The mother undressed and lay down in bed without saying her prayer. She felt cold and miserable. And Rybin, who at first seemed such a staid, wise man, now aroused in her a blind hostility.


    “Heretic! Sedition-maker!” she thought, listening to his even voice flowing resonantly from his deep chest. He, too, had come — he was indispensable.


    He spoke confidently and composedly:


    “The holy place must not be empty. The spot where God dwells is a place of pain; and if he drops out from the heart, there will be a wound in it, mark my word! It is necessary, Pavel, to invent a new faith; it is necessary to create a God for all. Not a judge, not a warrior, but a God who shall be the friend of the people.”


    “You had one! There was Christ!”


    “Wait a moment! Christ was not strong in spirit. ‘Let the cup pass from me,’ he said. And he recognized Cæsar. God cannot recognize human powers. He himself is the whole of power. He does not divide his soul saying: so much for the godly, so much for the human. If Christ came to affirm the divine he had no need for anything human. But he recognized trade, and he recognized marriage. And it was unjust of him to condemn the fig tree. Was it of its own will that it was barren of fruit? Neither is the soul barren of good of its own accord. Have I sown the evil in it myself? Of course not!”


    The two voices hummed continuously in the room, as if clutching at each other and wrestling in exciting play. Pavel walked hurriedly up and down the room; the floor cracked under his feet. When he spoke all other sounds were drowned by his voice; but above the slow, calm flow of Rybin’s dull utterance were heard the strokes of the pendulum and the low creaking of the frost, as of sharp claws scratching the walls of the house.


    “I will speak to you in my own way, in the words of a stoker. God is like fire. He does not strengthen anything. He cannot. He merely burns and fuses when he gives light. He burns down churches, he does not raise them. He lives in the heart.”


    “And in the mind!” insisted Pavel.


    “That’s it! In the heart and in the mind. There’s the rub. It’s this that makes all the trouble and misery and misfortune. We have severed ourselves from our own selves. The heart was severed from the mind, and the mind has disappeared. Man is not a unit. It is God that makes him a unit, that makes him a round, circular thing. God always makes things round. Such is the earth and all the stars and everything visible to the eye. The sharp, angular things are the work of men.”


    The mother fell asleep and did not hear Rybin depart.


    But he began to come often, and if any of Pavel’s comrades were present, Rybin sat in a corner and was silent, only occasionally interjecting: “That’s so!”


    And once looking at everybody from his corner with his dark glance he said somberly:


    “We must speak about that which is; that which will be is unknown to us. When the people have freed themselves, they will see for themselves what is best. Enough, quite enough of what they do not want at all has been knocked into their heads. Let there be an end of this! Let them contrive for themselves. Maybe they will want to reject everything, all life, and all knowledge; maybe they will see that everything is arranged against them. You just deliver all the books into their hands, and they will find an answer for themselves, depend upon it! Only let them remember that the tighter the collar round the horse’s neck, the worse the work.”


    But when Pavel was alone with Rybin they at once began an endless but always calm disputation, to which the mother listened anxiously, following their words in silence, and endeavoring to understand. Sometimes it seemed to her as if the broad-shouldered, black-bearded peasant and her well-built, sturdy son had both gone blind. In that little room, in the darkness, they seemed to be knocking about from side to side in search of light and an outlet, to be grasping out with powerful but blind hands; they seemed to fall upon the floor, and having fallen, to scrape and fumble with their feet. They hit against everything, groped about for everything, and flung it away, calm and composed, losing neither faith nor hope.


    They got her accustomed to listen to a great many words, terrible in their directness and boldness; and these words had now ceased to weigh down on her so heavily as at first. She learned to push them away from her ears. And although Rybin still displeased her as before, he no longer inspired her with hostility.


    Once a week she carried underwear and books to the Little Russian in prison. On one occasion they allowed her to see him and talk to him; and on returning home she related enthusiastically:


    “He is as if he were at home there, too! He is good and kind to everybody; everybody jokes with him; just as if there were a holiday in his heart all the time. His lot is hard and heavy, but he does not want to show it.”


    “That’s right! That’s the way one should act,” observed Rybin. “We are all enveloped in misery as in our skins. We breathe misery, we wear misery. But that’s nothing to brag about. Not all people are blind; some close their eyes of their own accord, indeed! And if you are stupid you have to suffer for it.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VIII


    
      
    


    


    The little old gray house of the Vlasovs attracted the attention of the village more and more; and although there was much suspicious chariness and unconscious hostility in this notice, yet at the same time a confiding curiosity grew up also. Now and then some one would come over, and looking carefully about him would say to Pavel: “Well, brother, you are reading books here, and you know the laws. Explain to me, then — —”


    And he would tell Pavel about some injustice of the police or the factory administration. In complicated cases Pavel would give the man a note to a lawyer friend in the city, and when he could, he would explain the case himself.


    Gradually people began to look with respect upon this young, serious man, who spoke about everything simply and boldly, and almost never laughed, who looked at everybody and listened to everybody with an attention which searched stubbornly into every circumstance, and always found a certain general and endless thread binding people together by a thousand tightly drawn knots.


    Vlasova saw how her son had grown up; she strove to understand his work, and when she succeeded, she rejoiced with a childlike joy.


    Pavel rose particularly in the esteem of the people after the appearance of his story about the “Muddy Penny.”


    Back of the factory, almost encircling it with a ring of putrescence, stretched a vast marsh grown over with fir trees and birches. In the summer it was covered with thick yellow and green scum, and swarms of mosquitoes flew from it over the village, spreading fever in their course. The marsh belonged to the factory, and the new manager, wishing to extract profit from it, conceived the plan of draining it and incidentally gathering in a fine harvest of peat. Representing to the workingmen how much this measure would contribute to the sanitation of the locality and the improvement of the general condition of all, the manager gave orders to deduct a kopeck from every ruble of their earnings, in order to cover the expense of draining the marsh. The workingmen rebelled; they especially resented the fact that the office clerks were exempted from paying the new tax.


    Pavel was ill on the Saturday when posters were hung up announcing the manager’s order in regard to the toll. He had not gone to work and he knew nothing about it. The next day, after mass, a dapper old man, the smelter Sizov, and the tall, vicious-looking locksmith Makhotin, came to him and told him of the manager’s decision.


    “A few of us older ones got together,” said Sizov, speaking sedately, “talked the matter over, and our comrades, you see, sent us over to you, as you are a knowing man among us. Is there such a law as gives our manager the right to make war upon mosquitoes with our kopecks?”


    “Think!” said Makhotin, with a glimmer in his narrow eyes. “Three years ago these sharpers collected a tax to build a bath house. Three thousand eight hundred rubles is what they gathered in. Where are those rubles? And where is the bath house?”


    Pavel explained the injustice of the tax, and the obvious advantage of such a procedure to the factory owners; and both of his visitors went away in a surly mood.


    The mother, who had gone with them to the door, said, laughing:


    “Now, Pasha, the old people have also begun to come to seek wisdom from you.”


    Without replying, Pavel sat down at the table with a busy air and began to write. In a few minutes he said to her: “Please go to the city immediately and deliver this note.”


    “Is it dangerous?” she asked.


    “Yes! A newspaper is being published for us down there! That ‘Muddy Penny’ story must go into the next issue.”


    “I’ll go at once,” she replied, beginning hurriedly to put on her wraps.


    This was the first commission her son had given her. She was happy that he spoke to her so openly about the matter, and that she might be useful to him in his work.


    “I understand all about it, Pasha,” she said. “It’s a piece of robbery. What’s the name of the man? Yegor Ivanovich?”


    “Yes,” said Pavel, smiling kindly.


    She returned late in the evening, exhausted but contented.


    “I saw Sashenka,” she told her son. “She sends you her regards. And this Yegor Ivanovich is such a simple fellow, such a joker! He speaks so comically.”


    “I’m glad you like them,” said Pavel softly.


    “They are simple people, Pasha. It’s good when people are simple. And they all respect you.”


    Again, Monday, Pavel did not go to work. His head ached. But at dinner time Fedya Mazin came running in, excited, out of breath, happy, and tired.


    “Come! The whole factory has arisen! They’ve sent for you. Sizov and Makhotin say you can explain better than anybody else. My! What a hullabaloo!”


    Pavel began to dress himself silently.


    “A crowd of women are gathered there; they are screaming!”


    “I’ll go, too,” declared the mother. “You’re not well, and — what are they doing? I’m going, too.”


    “Come,” Pavel said briefly.


    They walked along the street quickly and silently. The mother panted with the exertion of the rapid gait and her excitement. She felt that something big was happening. At the factory gates a throng of women were discussing the affair in shrill voices. When the three pushed into the yard, they found themselves in the thick of a crowd buzzing and humming in excitement. The mother saw that all heads were turned in the same direction, toward the blacksmith’s wall, where Sizov, Makhotin, Vyalov, and five or six influential, solid workingmen were standing on a high pile of old iron heaped on the red brick paving of the court, and waving their hands.


    “Vlasov is coming!” somebody shouted.


    “Vlasov? Bring him along!”


    Pavel was seized and pushed forward, and the mother was left alone.


    “Silence!” came the shout from various directions. Near by the even voice of Rybin was heard:


    “We must make a stand, not for the kopeck, but for justice. What is dear to us is not our kopeck, because it’s no rounder than any other kopeck; it’s only heavier; there’s more human blood in it than in the manager’s ruble. That’s the truth!”


    The words fell forcibly on the crowd and stirred the men to hot responses:


    “That’s right! Good, Rybin!”


    “Silence! The devil take you!”


    “Vlasov’s come!”


    The voices mingled in a confused uproar, drowning the ponderous whir of the machinery, the sharp snorts of the steam, and the flapping of the leather belts. From all sides people came running, waving their hands; they fell into arguments, and excited one another with burning, stinging words. The irritation that had found no vent, that had always lain dormant in tired breasts, had awakened, demanded an outlet, and burst from their mouths in a volley of words. It soared into the air like a great bird spreading its motley wings ever wider and wider, clutching people and dragging them after it, and striking them against one another. It lived anew, transformed into flaming wrath. A cloud of dust and soot hung over the crowd; their faces were all afire, and black drops of sweat trickled down their cheeks. Their eyes gleamed from darkened countenances; their teeth glistened.


    Pavel appeared on the spot where Sizov and Makhotin were standing, and his voice rang out:


    “Comrades!”


    The mother saw that his face paled and his lips trembled; she involuntarily pushed forward, shoving her way through the crowd.


    “Where are you going, old woman?”


    She heard the angry question, and the people pushed her, but she would not stop, thrusting the crowd aside with her shoulders and elbows. She slowly forced her way nearer to her son, yielding to the desire to stand by his side. When Pavel had thrown out the word to which he was wont to attach a deep and significant meaning, his throat contracted in a sharp spasm of the joy of fight. He was seized with an invincible desire to give himself up to the strength of his faith; to throw his heart to the people. His heart kindled with the dream of truth.


    “Comrades!” he repeated, extracting power and rapture from the word. “We are the people who build churches and factories, forge chains and coin money, make toys and machines. We are that living force which feeds and amuses the world from the cradle to the grave.”


    “There!” Rybin exclaimed.


    “Always and everywhere we are first in work but last in life. Who cares for us? Who wishes us good? Who regards us as human beings? No one!”


    “No one!” echoed from the crowd.


    Pavel, mastering himself, began to talk more simply and calmly; the crowd slowly drew about him, blending into one dark, thick, thousand-headed body. It looked into his face with hundreds of attentive eyes; it sucked in his words in silent, strained attention.


    “We will not attain to a better life until we feel ourselves as comrades, as one family of friends firmly bound together by one desire — the desire to fight for our rights.”


    “Get down to business!” somebody standing near the mother shouted rudely.


    “Don’t interrupt!” “Shut up!” The two muffled exclamations were heard in different places. The soot-covered faces frowned in sulky incredulity; scores of eyes looked into Pavel’s face thoughtfully and seriously.


    “A socialist, but no fool!” somebody observed.


    “I say, he does speak boldly!” said a tall, crippled workingman, tapping the mother on the shoulder.


    “It is time, comrades, to take a stand against the greedy power that lives by our labor. It is time to defend ourselves; we must all understand that no one except ourselves will help us. One for all and all for one — this is our law, if we want to crush the foe!”


    “He’s right, boys!” Makhotin shouted. “Listen to the truth!” And, with a broad sweep of his arm, he shook his fist in the air.


    “We must call out the manager at once,” said Pavel. “We must ask him.”


    As if struck by a tornado, the crowd rocked to and fro; scores of voices shouted:


    “The manager! The manager! Let him come! Let him explain!”


    “Send delegates for him! Bring him here!”


    “No, don’t; it’s not necessary!”


    The mother pushed her way to the front and looked up at her son. She was filled with pride. Her son stood among the old, respected workingmen; all listened to him and agreed with him! She was pleased that he was so calm and talked so simply; not angrily, not swearing, like the others. Broken exclamations, wrathful words and oaths descended like hail on iron. Pavel looked down on the people from his elevation, and with wide-open eyes seemed to be seeking something among them.


    “Delegates!”


    “Let Sizov speak!”


    “Vlasov!”


    “Rybin! He has a terrible tongue!”


    Finally Sizov, Rybin, and Pavel were chosen for the interview with the manager. When just about to send for the manager, suddenly low exclamations were heard in the crowd:


    “Here he comes himself!”


    “The manager?”


    “Ah!”


    The crowd opened to make way for a tall, spare man with a pointed beard, an elongated face and blinking eyes.


    “Permit me,” he said, as he pushed the people aside with a short motion of his hand, without touching them. With the experienced look of a ruler of people, he scanned the workingmen’s faces with a searching gaze. They took their hats off and bowed to him. He walked past them without acknowledging their greetings. His presence silenced and confused the crowd, and evoked embarrassed smiles and low exclamations, as of repentant children who had already come to regret their prank.


    Now he passed by the mother, casting a stern glance at her face, and stopped before the pile of iron. Somebody from above extended a hand to him; he did not take it, but with an easy, powerful movement of his body he clambered up and stationed himself in front of Pavel and Sizov. Looking around the silent crowd, he asked:


    “What’s the meaning of this crowd? Why have you dropped your work?”


    For a few seconds silence reigned. Sizov waved his cap in the air, shrugged his shoulders, and dropped his head.


    “I am asking you a question!” continued the manager.


    Pavel moved alongside of him and said in a low voice, pointing to Sizov and Rybin:


    “We three are authorized by all the comrades to ask you to revoke your order about the kopeck discount.”


    “Why?” asked the manager, without looking at Pavel.


    “We do not consider such a tax just!” Pavel replied loudly.


    “So, in my plan to drain the marsh you see only a desire to exploit the workingmen and not a desire to better their conditions; is that it?”


    “Yes!” Pavel replied.


    “And you, also?” the manager asked Rybin.


    “The very same!”


    “How about you, my worthy friend?” The manager turned to Sizov.


    “I, too, want to ask you to let us keep our kopecks.” And drooping his head again, Sizov smiled guiltily. The manager slowly bent his look upon the crowd again, shrugged his shoulders, and then, regarding Pavel searchingly, observed:


    “You appear to be a fairly intelligent man. Do you not understand the usefulness of this measure?”


    Pavel replied loudly:


    “If the factory should drain the marsh at its own expense, we would all understand it!”


    “This factory is not in the philanthropy business!” remarked the manager dryly. “I order you all to start work at once!”


    And he began to descend, cautiously feeling the iron with his feet, and without looking at anyone.


    A dissatisfied hum was heard in the crowd.


    “What!” asked the manager, halting.


    All were silent; then from the distance came a solitary voice:


    “You go to work yourself!”


    “If in fifteen minutes you do not start work, I’ll order every single one of you to be discharged!” the manager announced dryly and distinctly.


    He again proceeded through the crowd, but now an indistinct murmur followed him, and the shouting grew louder as his figure receded.


    “Speak to him!”


    “That’s what you call justice! Worse luck!”


    Some turned to Pavel and shouted:


    “Say, you great lawyer, you, what’s to be done now? You talked and talked, but the moment he came it all went up in the air!”


    “Well, Vlasov, what now?”


    When the shouts became more insistent, Pavel raised his hand and said:


    “Comrades, I propose that we quit work until he gives up that kopeck!”


    Excited voices burst out:


    “He thinks we’re fools!”


    “We ought to do it!”


    “A strike?”


    “For one kopeck?”


    “Why not? Why not strike?”


    “We’ll all be discharged!”


    “And who is going to do the work?”


    “There are others!”


    “Who? Judases?”


    “Every year I would have to give three rubles and sixty kopecks to the mosquitoes!”


    “All of us would have to give it!”


    Pavel walked down and stood at the side of his mother. No one paid any attention to him now. They were all yelling and debating hotly with one another.


    “You cannot get them to strike!” said Rybin, coming up to Pavel. “Greedy as these people are for a penny, they are too cowardly. You may, perhaps, induce about three hundred of them to follow you, no more. It’s a heap of dung you won’t lift with one toss of the pitchfork, I tell you!”


    Pavel was silent. In front of him the huge black face of the crowd was rocking wildly, and fixed on him an importunate stare. His heart beat in alarm. It seemed to him as if all the words he had spoken vanished in the crowd without leaving any trace, like scattered drops of rain falling on parched soil. One after the other, workmen approached him praising his speech, but doubting the success of a strike, and complaining how little the people understood their own interests and realized their own strength.


    Pavel had a sense of injury and disappointment as to his own power. His head ached; he felt desolate. Hitherto, whenever he pictured the triumph of his truth, he wanted to cry with the delight that seized his heart. But here he had spoken his truth to the people, and behold! when clothed in words it appeared so pale, so powerless, so incapable of affecting anyone. He blamed himself; it seemed to him that he had concealed his dream in a poor, disfiguring garment and no one could, therefore, detect its beauty.


    He went home, tired and moody. He was followed by his mother and Sizov, while Rybin walked alongside, buzzing into his ear:


    “You speak well, but you don’t speak to the heart! That’s the trouble! The spark must be thrown into the heart, into its very depths!”


    “It’s time we lived and were guided by reason,” Pavel said in a low voice.


    “The boot does not fit the foot; it’s too thin and narrow! The foot won’t get in! And if it does, it will wear the boot out mighty quick. That is the trouble.”


    Sizov, meanwhile, talked to the mother.


    “It’s time for us old folks to get into our graves. Nilovna! A new people is coming. What sort of a life have we lived? We crawled on our knees, and always crouched on the ground! But here are the new people. They have either come to their senses, or else are blundering worse than we; but they are not like us, anyway. Just look at those youngsters talking to the manager as to their equal! Yes, ma’am! Oh, if only my son Matvey were alive! Good-by, Pavel Vlasov! You stand up for the people all right, brother. God grant you his favor! Perhaps you’ll find a way out. God grant it!” And he walked away.


    “Yes, you may as well die straight off!” murmured Rybin. “You are no men, now. You are only putty — good to fill cracks with, that’s all! Did you see, Pavel, who it was that shouted to make you a delegate? It was those who call you socialist — agitator — yes! — thinking you’d be discharged, and it would serve you right!”


    “They are right, according to their lights!” said Pavel.


    “So are wolves when they tear one another to pieces!” Rybin’s face was sullen, his voice unusually tremulous.


    The whole day Pavel felt ill at ease, as if he had lost something, he did not know what, and anticipated a further loss.


    At night when the mother was asleep and he was reading in bed, gendarmes appeared and began to search everywhere — in the yard, in the attic. They were sullen; the yellow-faced officer conducted himself as on the first occasion, insultingly, derisively, delighting in abuse, endeavoring to cut down to the very heart. The mother, in a corner, maintained silence, never removing her eyes from her son’s face. He made every effort not to betray his emotion; but whenever the officer laughed, his fingers twitched strangely, and the old woman felt how hard it was for him not to reply, and to bear the jesting. This time the affair was not so terrorizing to her as at the first search. She felt a greater hatred to these gray, spurred night callers, and her hatred swallowed up her alarm.


    Pavel managed to whisper:


    “They’ll arrest me.”


    Inclining her head, she quietly replied:


    “I understand.”


    She did understand — they would put him in jail for what he had said to the workingmen that day. But since all agreed with what he had said, and all ought to stand up for him, he would not be detained long.


    She longed to embrace him and cry over him; but there stood the officer, watching her with a malevolent squint of his eyes. His lips trembled, his mustache twitched. It seemed to Vlasova that the officer was but waiting for her tears, complaints, and supplications. With a supreme effort endeavoring to say as little as possible, she pressed her son’s hand, and holding her breath said slowly, in a low tone:


    [image: ]


    “It seemed to Vlasova that the officer was but waiting for her tears.”


    “Good-by, Pasha. Did you take everything you need?”


    “Everything. Don’t worry!”


    “Christ be with you!”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER IX


    
      
    


    


    When the police had led Pavel away, the mother sat down on the bench, and closing her eyes began to weep quietly. She leaned her back against the wall, as her husband used to do, her head thrown backward. Bound up in her grief and the injured sense of her impotence, she cried long, gently, and monotonously, pouring out all the pain of her wounded heart in her sobs. And before her, like an irremovable stain, hung that yellow face with the scant mustache, and the squinting eyes staring at her with malicious pleasure. Resentment and bitterness were winding themselves about her breast like black threads on a spool; resentment and bitterness toward those who tear a son away from his mother because he is seeking truth.


    It was cold; the rain pattered against the window panes; something seemed to be creeping along the walls. She thought she heard, walking watchfully around the house, gray, heavy figures, with broad, red faces, without eyes, and with long arms. It seemed to her that she almost heard the jingling of their spurs.


    “I wish they had taken me, too!” she thought.


    The whistle blew, calling the people to work. This time its sounds were low, indistinct, uncertain. The door opened and Rybin entered. He stood before her, wiping the raindrops from his beard.


    “They snatched him away, did they?” he asked.


    “Yes, they did, the dogs!” she replied, sighing.


    “That’s how it is,” said Rybin, with a smile; “they searched me, too; went all through me — yes! Abused me to their heart’s content, but did me no harm beyond that. So they carried off Pavel, did they? The manager tipped the wink, the gendarme said ‘Amen!’ and lo! a man has disappeared. They certainly are thick together. One goes through the people’s pockets while the other holds the gun.”


    “You ought to stand up for Pavel!” cried the mother, rising to her feet. “It’s for you all that he’s gone!”


    “Who ought to stand up for him?” asked Rybin.


    “All of you!”


    “You want too much! We’ll do nothing of the kind! Our masters have been gathering strength for thousands of years; they have driven our hearts full of nails. We cannot unite at once. We must first extract from ourselves, each from the other, the iron spikes that prevent us from standing close to one another.”


    And thus he departed, with his heavy gait, leaving the mother to her grief, aggravated by the stern hopelessness of his words.


    The day passed in a thick mist of empty, senseless longing. She made no fire, cooked no dinner, drank no tea, and only late in the evening ate a piece of bread. When she went to bed it occurred to her that her life had never yet been so humiliating, so lonely and void. During the last years she had become accustomed to live constantly in the expectation of something momentous, something good. Young people were circling around her, noisy, vigorous, full of life. Her son’s thoughtful and earnest face was always before her, and he seemed to be the master and creator of this thrilling and noble life. Now he was gone, everything was gone. In the whole day, no one except the disagreeable Rybin had called.


    Beyond the window, the dense, cold rain was sighing and knocking at the panes. The rain and the drippings from the roof filled the air with a doleful, wailing melody. The whole house appeared to be rocking gently to and fro, and everything around her seemed aimless and unnecessary.


    A gentle rap was heard at the door. It came once, and then a second time. She had grown accustomed to these noises; they no longer frightened her. A soft, joyous sensation thrilled her heart, and a vague hope quickly brought her to her feet. Throwing a shawl over her shoulders, she hurried to the door and opened it.


    Samoylov walked in, followed by another man with his face hidden behind the collar of his overcoat and under a hat thrust over his eyebrows.


    “Did we wake you?” asked Samoylov, without greeting the mother, his face gloomy and thoughtful, contrary to his wont.


    “I was not asleep,” she said, looking at them with expectant eyes.


    Samoylov’s companion took off his hat, and breathing heavily and hoarsely said in a friendly basso, like an old acquaintance, giving her his broad, short-fingered hand:


    “Good evening, granny! You don’t recognize me?”


    “Is it you?” exclaimed Nilovna, with a sudden access of delight. “Yegor Ivanovich?”


    “The very same identical one!” replied he, bowing his large head with its long hair. There was a good-natured smile on his face, and a clear, caressing look in his small gray eyes. He was like a samovar — rotund, short, with thick neck and short arms. His face was shiny and glossy, with high cheek bones. He breathed noisily, and his chest kept up a continuous low wheeze.


    “Step into the room. I’ll be dressed in a minute,” the mother said.


    “We have come to you on business,” said Samoylov thoughtfully, looking at her out of the corner of his eyes.


    Yegor Ivanovich passed into the room, and from there said:


    “Nikolay got out of jail this morning, granny. You know him?”


    “How long was he there?” she asked.


    “Five months and eleven days. He saw the Little Russian there, who sends you his regards, and Pavel, who also sends you his regards and begs you not to be alarmed. As a man travels on his way, he says, the jails constitute his resting places, established and maintained by the solicitous authorities! Now, granny, let us get to the point. Do you know how many people were arrested yesterday?”


    “I do not. Why, were there any others arrested besides Pavel?” she exclaimed.


    “He was the forty-ninth!” calmly interjected Yegor Ivanovich. “And we may expect about ten more to be taken! This gentleman here, for example.”


    “Yes; me, too!” said Samoylov with a frown.


    Nilovna somehow felt relieved.


    “He isn’t there alone,” she thought.


    When she had dressed herself, she entered the room and, smiling bravely, said:


    “I guess they won’t detain them long, if they arrested so many.”


    “You are right,” assented Yegor Ivanovich; “and if we can manage to spoil this mess for them, we can make them look altogether like fools. This is the way it is, granny. If we were now to cease smuggling our literature into the factory, the gendarmes would take advantage of such a regrettable circumstance, and would use it against Pavel and his comrades in jail.”


    “How is that? Why should they?” the mother cried in alarm.


    “It’s very plain, granny,” said Yegor Ivanovich softly. “Sometimes even gendarmes reason correctly. Just think! Pavel was, and there were books and there were papers; Pavel is not, and no books and no papers! Ergo, it was Pavel who distributed these books! Aha! Then they’ll begin to eat them all alive. Those gendarmes dearly love so to unman a man that what remains of him is only a shred of himself, and a touching memory.”


    “I see, I see,” said the mother dejectedly. “O God! What’s to be done, then?”


    “They have trapped them all, the devil take them!” came Samoylov’s voice from the kitchen. “Now we must continue our work the same as before, and not only for the cause itself, but also to save our comrades!”


    “And there is no one to do the work,” added Yegor, smiling. “We have first-rate literature. I saw to that myself. But how to get it into the factory, that’s the question!”


    “They search everybody at the gates now,” said Samoylov.


    The mother divined that something was expected of her. She understood that she could be useful to her son, and she hastened to ask:


    “Well, now? What are we to do?”


    Samoylov stood in the doorway to answer.


    “Pelagueya Nilovna, you know Marya Korsunova, the peddler.”


    “I do. Well?”


    “Speak to her; see if you can’t get her to smuggle in our wares.”


    “We could pay her, you know,” interjected Yegor.


    The mother waved her hands in negation.


    “Oh, no! The woman is a chatterbox. No! If they find out it comes from me, from this house — oh, no!”


    Then, inspired by a sudden idea, she began gladly and in a low voice:


    “Give it to me, give it to me. I’ll manage it myself. I’ll find a way. I will ask Marya to make me her assistant. I have to earn my living, I have to work. Don’t I? Well, then, I’ll carry dinners to the factory. Yes, I’ll manage it!”


    Pressing her hands to her bosom, she gave hurried assurances that she would carry out her mission well and escape detection. Finally she exclaimed in triumph: “They’ll find out — Pavel Vlasov is away, but his arm reaches out even from jail. They’ll find out!”


    All three became animated. Briskly rubbing his hands, Yegor smiled and said:


    “It’s wonderful, stupendous! I say, granny, it’s superb — simply magnificent!”


    “I’ll sit in jail as in an armchair, if this succeeds,” said Samoylov, laughing and rubbing his hands.


    “You are fine, granny!” Yegor hoarsely cried.


    The mother smiled. It was evident to her that if the leaflets should continue to appear in the factory, the authorities would be forced to recognize that it was not her son who distributed them. And feeling assured of success, she began to quiver all over with joy.


    “When you go to see Pavel,” said Yegor, “tell him he has a good mother.”


    “I’ll see him very soon, I assure you,” said Samoylov, smiling.


    The mother grasped his hand and said earnestly:


    “Tell him that I’ll do everything, everything necessary. I want him to know it.”


    “And suppose they don’t put him in prison?” asked Yegor, pointing at Samoylov.


    The mother sighed and said sadly:


    “Well, then, it can’t be helped!”


    Both of them burst out laughing. And when she realized her ridiculous blunder, she also began to laugh in embarrassment, and lowering her eyes said somewhat slyly:


    “Bothering about your own folk keeps you from seeing other people straight.”


    “That’s natural!” exclaimed Yegor. “And as to Pavel, you need not worry about him. He’ll come out of prison a still better man. The prison is our place of rest and study — things we have no time for when we are at large. I was in prison three times, and each time, although I got scant pleasure, I certainly derived benefit for my heart and mind.”


    “You breathe with difficulty,” she said, looking affectionately at his open face.


    “There are special reasons for that,” he replied, raising his finger. “So the matter’s settled, granny? Yes? To-morrow we’ll deliver the matter to you — and the wheels that grind the centuried darkness to destruction will again start a-rolling. Long live free speech! And long live a mother’s heart! And in the meantime, good-by.”


    “Good-by,” said Samoylov, giving her a vigorous handshake. “To my mother, I don’t dare even hint about such matters. Oh, no!”


    “Everybody will understand in time,” said Nilovna, wishing to please him. “Everybody will understand.”


    When they left, she locked the door, and kneeling in the middle of the room began to pray, to the accompaniment of the patter of the rain. It was a prayer without words, one great thought of men, of all those people whom Pavel introduced into her life. It was as if they passed between her and the ikons upon which she held her eyes riveted. And they all looked so simple, so strangely near to one another, yet so lone in life.


    Early next morning the mother went to Marya Korsunova. The peddler, noisy and greasy as usual, greeted her with friendly sympathy.


    “You are grieving?” Marya asked, patting the mother on the back. “Now, don’t. They just took him, carried him off. Where is the calamity? There is no harm in it. It used to be that men were thrown into dungeons for stealing, now they are there for telling the truth. Pavel may have said something wrong, but he stood up for all, and they all know it. Don’t worry! They don’t all say so, but they all know a good man when they see him. I was going to call on you right along, but had no time. I am always cooking and selling, but will end my days a beggar, I guess, all the same. My needs get the best of me, confound them! They keep nibbling and nibbling like mice at a piece of cheese. No sooner do I manage to scrape together ten rubles or so, when along comes some heathen, and makes away with all my money. Yes. It’s hard to be a woman! It’s a wretched business! To live alone is hard, to live with anyone, still harder!”


    “And I came to ask you to take me as your assistant,” Vlasova broke in, interrupting her prattle.


    “How is that?” asked Marya. And after hearing her friend’s explanation, she nodded her head assentingly.


    “That’s possible! You remember how you used to hide me from my husband? Well, now I am going to hide you from want. Everyone ought to help you, for your son is perishing for the public cause. He is a fine chap, your son is! They all say so, every blessed soul of them. And they all pity him. I’ll tell you something. No good is going to come to the authorities from these arrests, mark my word! Look what’s going on in the factory! Hear them talk! They are in an ugly mood, my dear! The officials imagine that when they’ve bitten at a man’s heel, he won’t be able to go far. But it turns out that when ten men are hit, a hundred men get angry. A workman must be handled with care! He may go on patiently enduring and suffering everything that’s heaped upon him for a long, long time, but then he can also explode all of a sudden!”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER X


    
      
    


    


    The upshot of the conversation was that the next day at noon the mother was seen in the factory yard with two pots of eatables from Marya’s culinary establishment, while Marya herself transferred her base of operations to the market place.


    The workmen immediately noticed their new caterer. Some of them approached her and said approvingly:


    “Gone into business, Nilovna?”


    They comforted her, arguing that Pavel would certainly be released soon because his cause was a good one. Others filled her sad heart with alarm by their cautious condolence, while still others awoke a responsive echo in her by openly and bitterly abusing the manager and the gendarmes. Some there were who looked at her with a vindictive expression, among them Isay Gorbov, who, speaking through his teeth, said:


    “If I were the governor, I would have your son hanged! Let him not mislead the people!”


    This vicious threat went through her like the chill blast of death. She made no reply, glanced at his small, freckled face, and with a sigh cast down her eyes.


    She observed considerable agitation in the factory; the workmen gathered in small groups and talked in an undertone, with great animation; the foremen walked about with careworn faces, poking their noses into everything; here and there were heard angry oaths and irritated laughter.


    Two policemen escorted Samoylov past her. He walked with one hand in his pocket, the other smoothing his red hair.


    A crowd of about a hundred workmen followed him, and plied the policemen with oaths and banter.


    “Going to take a promenade, Grisha?” shouted one.


    “They do honor to us fellows!” chimed in another.


    “When we go to promenading, we have a bodyguard to escort us,” said a third, and uttered a harsh oath.


    “It does not seem to pay any longer to catch thieves!” exclaimed a tall, one-eyed workingman in a loud, bitter voice. “So they take to arresting honest people.”


    “They don’t even do it at night!” broke in another. “They come and drag them away in broad daylight, without shame, the impudent scoundrels!”


    The policemen walked on rapidly and sullenly, trying to avoid the sight of the crowd, and feigning not to hear the angry exclamations showered upon them from all sides. Three workmen carrying a big iron bar happened to come in front of them, and thrusting the bar against them, shouted:


    “Look out there, fishermen!”


    As he passed Nilovna, Samoylov nodded to her, and smiling, said:


    “Behold, this is Gregory, the servant of God, being arrested.”


    She made a low bow to him in silence. These men, so young, sober, and clever, who went to jail with a smile, moved her, and she unconsciously felt for them the pitying affection of a mother. It pleased her to hear the sharp comments leveled against the authorities. She saw therein her son’s influence.


    Leaving the factory, she passed the remainder of the day at Marya’s house, assisting her in her work, and listening to her chatter. Late in the evening she returned home and found it bare, chilly and disagreeable. She moved about from corner to corner, unable to find a resting place, and not knowing what to do with herself. Night was fast approaching, and she grew worried, because Yegor Ivanovich had not yet come and brought her the literature which he had promised.


    Behind the window, gray, heavy flakes of spring snow fluttered and settled softly and noiselessly upon the pane. Sliding down and melting, they left a watery track in their course. The mother thought of her son.


    A cautious rap was heard. She rushed to the door, lifted the latch, and admitted Sashenka. She had not seen her for a long while, and the first thing that caught her eye was the girl’s unnatural stoutness.


    “Good evening!” she said, happy to have a visitor at such a time, to relieve her solitude for a part of the night. “You haven’t been around for a long while! Were you away?”


    “No, I was in prison,” replied the girl, smiling, “with Nikolay Ivanovich. Do you remember him?”


    “I should think I do!” exclaimed the mother. “Yegor Ivanovich told me yesterday that he had been released, but I knew nothing about you. Nobody told me that you were there.”


    “What’s the good of telling? I should like to change my dress before Yegor Ivanovich comes!” said the girl, looking around.


    “You are all wet.”


    “I’ve brought the booklets.”


    “Give them here, give them to me!” cried the mother impatiently.


    “Directly,” replied the girl. She untied her skirt and shook it, and like leaves from a tree, down fluttered a lot of thin paper parcels on the floor around her. The mother picked them up, laughing, and said:


    “I was wondering what made you so stout. Oh, what a heap of them you have brought! Did you come on foot?”


    “Yes,” said Sashenka. She was again her graceful, slender self. The mother noticed that her cheeks were shrunken, and that dark rings were under her unnaturally large eyes.


    “You are just out of prison. You ought to rest, and there you are carrying a load like that for seven versts!” said the mother, sighing and shaking her head.


    “It’s got to be done!” said the girl. “Tell me, how is Pavel? Did he stand it all right? He wasn’t very much worried, was he?” Sashenka asked the question without looking at the mother. She bent her head and her fingers trembled as she arranged her hair.


    “All right,” replied the mother. “You can rest assured he won’t betray himself.”


    “How strong he is!” murmured the girl quietly.


    “He has never been sick,” replied the mother. “Why, you are all in a shiver! I’ll get you some tea, and some raspberry jam.”


    “That’s fine!” exclaimed the girl with a faint smile. “But don’t you trouble! It’s too late. Let me do it myself.”


    “What! Tired as you are?” the mother reproached her, hurrying into the kitchen, where she busied herself with the samovar. The girl followed into the kitchen, sat down on the bench, and folded her hands behind her head before she replied:


    “Yes, I’m very tired! After all, the prison makes one weak. The awful thing about it is the enforced inactivity. There is nothing more tormenting. We stay a week, five weeks. We know how much there is to be done. The people are waiting for knowledge. We’re in a position to satisfy their wants, and there we are locked up in a cage like animals! That’s what is so trying, that’s what dries up the heart!”


    “Who will reward you for all this?” asked the mother; and with a sigh she answered the question herself. “No one but God! Of course you don’t believe in Him either?”


    “No!” said the girl briefly, shaking her head.


    “And I don’t believe you!” the mother ejaculated in a sudden burst of excitement. Quickly wiping her charcoal-blackened hands on her apron she continued, with deep conviction in her voice:


    “You don’t understand your own faith! How could you live the kind of life you are living, without faith in God?”


    A loud stamping of feet and a murmur of voices were heard on the porch. The mother started; the girl quickly rose to her feet, and whispered hurriedly:


    “Don’t open the door! If it’s the gendarmes, you don’t know me. I walked into the wrong house, came here by accident, fainted away, you undressed me, and found the books around me. You understand?”


    “Why, my dear, what for?” asked the mother tenderly.


    “Wait a while!” said Sashenka listening. “I think it’s Yegor.”


    It was Yegor, wet and out of breath.


    “Aha! The samovar!” he cried. “That’s the best thing in life, granny! You here already, Sashenka?”


    His hoarse voice filled the little kitchen. He slowly removed his heavy ulster, talking all the time.


    “Here, granny, is a girl who is a thorn in the flesh of the police! Insulted by the overseer of the prison, she declared that she would starve herself to death if he did not ask her pardon. And for eight days she went without eating, and came within a hair’s breadth of dying. It’s not bad! She must have a mighty strong little stomach.”


    “Is it possible you took no food for eight days in succession?” asked the mother in amazement.


    “I had to get him to beg my pardon,” answered the girl with a stoical shrug of her shoulders. Her composure and her stern persistence seemed almost like a reproach to the mother.


    “And suppose you had died?” she asked again.


    “Well, what can one do?” the girl said quietly. “He did beg my pardon after all. One ought never to forgive an insult, never!”


    “Ye-es!” responded the mother slowly. “Here are we women who are insulted all our lives long.”


    “I have unloaded myself!” announced Yegor from the other room. “Is the samovar ready? Let me take it in!”


    He lifted the samovar and talked as he carried it.


    “My own father used to drink not less than twenty glasses of tea a day, wherefor his days upon earth were long, peaceful, and strong; for he lived to be seventy-three years old, never having suffered from any ailment whatsoever. In weight he reached the respectable figure of three hundred and twenty pounds, and by profession he was a sexton in the village of Voskresensk.”


    “Are you Ivan’s son?” exclaimed the mother.


    “I am that very mortal. How did you know his name?”


    “Why, I am a Voskresenskian myself!”


    “A fellow countrywoman! Who were your people?”


    “Your neighbors. I am a Sereguin.”


    “Are you a daughter of Nil the Lame? I thought your face was familiar! Why, I had my ears pulled by him many and many a time!”


    They stood face to face plying each other with questions and laughing. Sashenka looked at them and smiled, and began to prepare the tea. The clatter of the dishes recalled the mother to the realities of the present.


    “Oh, excuse me! I quite forgot myself, talking about old times. It is so sweet to recall your youth.”


    “It’s I who ought to beg your pardon for carrying on like this in your house!” said Sashenka. “But it is eleven o’clock already, and I have so far to go.”


    “Go where? To the city?” the mother asked in surprise.


    “Yes.”


    “What are you talking about! It’s dark and wet, and you are so tired. Stay here overnight. Yegor Ivanovich will sleep in the kitchen, and you and I here.”


    “No, I must go,” said the girl simply.


    “Yes, countrywoman, she must go. The young lady must disappear. It would be bad if she were to be seen on the street to-morrow.”


    “But how can she go? By herself?”


    “By herself,” said Yegor, laughing.


    The girl poured tea for herself, took a piece of rye bread, salted it, and started to eat, looking at the mother contemplatively.


    “How can you go that way? Both you and Natasha. I wouldn’t. I’m afraid!”


    “She’s afraid, too,” said Yegor. “Aren’t you afraid, Sasha?”


    “Of course!”


    The mother looked at her, then at Yegor, and said in a low voice, “What strange — —”


    “Give me a glass of tea, granny,” Yegor interrupted her.


    When Sashenka had drunk her glass of tea, she pressed Yegor’s hand in silence, and walked out into the kitchen. The mother followed her. In the kitchen Sashenka said:


    “When you see Pavel, give him my regards, please.” And taking hold of the latch, she suddenly turned around, and asked in a low voice: “May I kiss you?”


    The mother embraced her in silence, and kissed her warmly.


    “Thank you!” said the girl, and nodding her head, walked out.


    Returning to the room, the mother peered anxiously through the window. Wet flakes of snow fluttered through the dense, moist darkness.


    “And do you remember Prozorov, the storekeeper?” asked Yegor. “He used to sit with his feet sprawling, and blow noisily into his glass of tea. He had a red, satisfied, sweet-covered face.”


    “I remember, I remember,” said the mother, coming back to the table. She sat down, and looking at Yegor with a mournful expression in her eyes, she spoke pityingly: “Poor Sashenka! How will she ever get to the city?”


    “She will be very much worn out,” Yegor agreed. “The prison has shaken her health badly. She was stronger before. Besides, she has had a delicate bringing up. It seems to me she has already ruined her lungs. There is something in her face that reminds one of consumption.”


    “Who is she?”


    “The daughter of a landlord. Her father is a rich man and a big scoundrel, according to what she says. I suppose you know, granny, that they want to marry?”


    “Who?”


    “She and Pavel. Yes, indeed! But so far they have not yet been able. When he is free, she is in prison, and vice versa.” Yegor laughed.


    “I didn’t know it!” the mother replied after a pause. “Pasha never speaks about himself.”


    Now she felt a still greater pity for the girl, and looking at her guest with involuntary hostility, she said:


    “You ought to have seen her home.”


    “Impossible!” Yegor answered calmly. “I have a heap of work to do here, and the whole day to-morrow, from early morning, I shall have to walk and walk and walk. No easy job, considering my asthma.”


    “She’s a fine girl!” said the mother, vaguely thinking of what Yegor had told her. She felt hurt that the news should have come to her, not from her son, but from a stranger, and she pressed her lips together tightly, and lowered her eyebrows.


    “Yes, a fine girl!” Yegor nodded assent. “There’s a bit of the noblewoman in her yet, but it’s growing less and less all the time. You are sorry for her, I see. What’s the use? You won’t find heart enough, if you start to grieve for all of us rebels, granny dear. Life is not made very easy for us, I admit. There, for instance, is the case of a friend of mine who returned a short while ago from exile. When he went through Novgorod, his wife and child awaited him in Smolensk, and when he arrived in Smolensk, they were already in prison in Moscow. Now it’s the wife’s turn to go to Siberia. To be a revolutionary and to be married is a very inconvenient arrangement — inconvenient for the husband, inconvenient for the wife and in the end for the cause also! I, too, had a wife, an excellent woman, but five years of this kind of life landed her in the grave.”


    He emptied the glass of tea at one gulp, and continued his narrative. He enumerated the years and months he had passed in prison and in exile, told of various accidents and misfortunes, of the slaughters in prisons, and of hunger in Siberia. The mother looked at him, listened with wonderment to the simple way in which he spoke of this life, so full of suffering, of persecution, of wrong, and abuse of men.


    “Well, let’s get down to business!”


    His voice changed, and his face grew more serious. He asked questions about the way in which the mother intended to smuggle the literature into the factory, and she marveled at his clear knowledge of all the details.


    Then they returned to reminiscences of their native village. He joked, and her mind roved thoughtfully through her past. It seemed to her strangely like a quagmire uniformly strewn with hillocks, which were covered with poplars trembling in constant fear; with low firs, and with white birches straying between the hillocks. The birches grew slowly, and after standing for five years on the unstable, putrescent soil, they dried up, fell down, and rotted away. She looked at this picture, and a vague feeling of insufferable sadness overcame her. The figure of a girl with a sharp, determined face stood before her. Now the figure walks somewhere in the darkness amid the snowflakes, solitary, weary. And her son sits in a little cell, with iron gratings over the window. Perhaps he is not yet asleep, and is thinking. But he is thinking not of his mother. He has one nearer to him than herself. Heavy, chaotic thoughts, like a tangled mass of clouds, crept over her, and encompassed her and oppressed her bosom.


    “You are tired, granny! Let’s go to bed!” said Yegor, smiling.


    She bade him good night, and sidled carefully into the kitchen, carrying away a bitter, caustic feeling in her heart.


    In the morning, after breakfast, Yegor asked her:


    “Suppose they catch you and ask you where you got all these heretical books from. What will you say?”


    “I’ll say, ‘It’s none of your business!’” she answered, smiling.


    “You’ll never convince them of that!” Yegor replied confidently. “On the contrary, they are profoundly convinced that this is precisely their business. They will question you very, very diligently, and very, very long!”


    “I won’t tell, though!”


    “They’ll put you in prison!”


    “Well, what of it? Thank God that I am good at least for that,” she said with a sigh. “Thank God! Who needs me? Nobody!”


    “H’m!” said Yegor, fixing his look upon her. “A good person ought to take care of himself.”


    “I couldn’t learn that from you, even if I were good,” the mother replied, laughing.


    Yegor was silent, and paced up and down the room; then he walked up to her and said: “This is hard, countrywoman! I feel it, it’s very hard for you!”


    “It’s hard for everybody,” she answered, with a wave of her hand. “Maybe only for those who understand, it’s easier. But I understand a little, too. I understand what it is the good people want.”


    “If you do understand, granny, then it means that everybody needs you, everybody!” said Yegor earnestly and solemnly.


    She looked at him and laughed without saying anything.
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    At noon, calmly and in a businesslike way she put the books around her bosom, and so skillfully and snugly that Yegor announced, smacking his lips with satisfaction:


    “Sehr gut! as the German says when he has drunk a keg of beer. Literature has not changed you, granny. You still remain the good, tall, portly, elderly woman. May all the numberless gods grant you their blessings on your enterprise!”


    Within half an hour she stood at the factory gate, bent with the weight of her burden, calm and assured. Two guards, irritated by the oaths and raillery of the workingmen, examined all who entered the gate, handling them roughly and swearing at them. A policeman and a thin-legged man with a red face and alert eyes stood at one side. The mother, shifting the rod resting on her shoulders, with a pail suspended from either end of it, watched the man from the corner of her eye. She divined that he was a spy.


    A tall, curly-headed fellow with his hat thrown back over his neck, cried to the guardsmen who searched him:


    “Search the head and not the pockets, you devils!”


    “There is nothing but lice on your head,” retorted one of the guardsmen.


    “Catching lice is an occupation more suited to you than hunting human game!” rejoined the workman. The spy scanned him with a rapid glance.


    “Will you let me in?” asked the mother. “See, I’m bent double with my heavy load. My back is almost breaking.”


    “Go in! Go in!” cried the guard sullenly. “She comes with arguments, too.”


    The mother walked to her place, set her pails on the ground, and wiping the perspiration from her face looked around her.


    The Gusev brothers, the locksmiths, instantly came up to her, and the older of them, Vasily, asked aloud, knitting his eyebrows:


    “Got any pirogs?”


    “I’ll bring them to-morrow,” she answered.


    This was the password agreed upon. The faces of the brothers brightened. Ivan, unable to restrain himself, exclaimed:


    “Oh, you jewel of a mother!”


    Vasily squatted down on his heels, looked into the pot, and a bundle of books disappeared into his bosom.


    “Ivan!” he said aloud. “Let’s not go home, let’s get our dinner here from her!” And he quickly shoved the books into the legs of his boots. “We must give our new peddler a lift, don’t you think so?”


    “Yes, indeed!” Ivan assented, and laughed aloud.


    The mother looked carefully about her, and called out:


    “Sour cabbage soup! Hot vermicelli soup! Roast meat!”


    Then deftly and secretly taking out one package of books after the other, she shoved them into the hands of the brothers. Each time a bundle disappeared from her hands, the sickly, sneering face of the officer of gendarmes flashed up before her like a yellow stain, like the flame of a match in a dark room, and she said to him in her mind, with a feeling of malicious pleasure:


    “Take this, sir!” And when she handed over the last package she added with an air of satisfaction: “And here is some more, take it!”


    [image: ]


    “Taking out one package of books after the other, she shoved them into the hands of the brothers.”


    Workmen came up to her with cups in their hands, and when they were near Ivan and Vasily, they began to laugh aloud. The mother calmly suspended the transfer of the books, and poured sour soup and vermicelli soup, while the Gusevs joked her.


    “How cleverly Nilovna does her work!”


    “Necessity drives one even to catching mice,” remarked a stoker somberly. “They have snatched away your breadgiver, the scoundrels! Well, give us three cents’ worth of vermicelli. Never mind, mother! You’ll pull through!”


    “Thanks for the good word!” she returned, smiling.


    He walked off to one side and mumbled, “It doesn’t cost me much to say a good word!”


    “But there’s no one to say it to!” observed a blacksmith, with a smile, and shrugging his shoulders in surprise added: “There’s a life for you, fellows! There’s no one to say a good word to; no one is worth it. Yes, sir!”


    Vasily Gusev rose, wrapped his coat tightly around him, and exclaimed:


    “What I ate was hot, and yet I feel cold.”


    Then he walked away. Ivan also rose, and ran off whistling merrily.


    Cheerful and smiling, Nilovna kept on calling her wares:


    


    “Hot! Hot! Sour soup! Vermicelli soup! Porridge!”


    She thought of how she would tell her son about her first experience; and the yellow face of the officer was still standing before her, perplexed and spiteful. His black mustache twitched uneasily, and his upper lip turned up nervously, showing the gleaming white enamel of his clenched teeth. A keen joy beat and sang in her heart like a bird, her eyebrows quivered, and continuing deftly to serve her customers she muttered to herself:


    “There’s more! There’s more!”


    Through the whole day she felt a sensation of delightful newness which embraced her heart as with a fondling caress. And in the evening, when she had concluded her work at Marya’s house, and was drinking tea, the splash of horses’ hoofs in the mud was heard, and the call of a familiar voice. She jumped up, hurried into the kitchen, and made straight for the door. Somebody walked quickly through the porch; her eyes grew dim, and leaning against the doorpost, she pushed the door open with her foot.


    “Good evening, mother!” a familiar, melodious voice rang out, and a pair of dry, long hands were laid on her shoulders.


    The joy of seeing Andrey was mingled in her bosom with the sadness of disappointment; and the two contrary feelings blended into one burning sensation which embraced her like a hot wave. She buried her face in Andrey’s bosom. He pressed her tightly to himself, his hands trembled. The mother wept quietly without speaking, while he stroked her hair, and spoke in his musical voice:


    “Don’t cry, mother. Don’t wring my heart. Upon my honest word, they will let him out soon! They haven’t a thing against him; all the boys will keep quiet as cooked fish.”


    Putting his long arm around the mother’s shoulders he led her into the room, and nestling up against him with the quick gesture of a squirrel, she wiped the tears from her face, while her heart greedily drank in his tender words.


    “Pavel sends you his love. He is as well and cheerful as can be. It’s very crowded in the prison. They have thrown in more than a hundred of our people, both from here and from the city. Three and four persons have been put into one cell. The prison officials are rather a good set. They are exhausted with the quantity of work the gendarmes have been giving them. The prison authorities are not extremely rigorous, they don’t order you about roughly. They simply say: ‘Be quiet as you can, gentlemen. Don’t put us in an awkward position!’ So everything goes well. We talk with one another, we give books to one another, and we share our food. It’s a good prison! Old and dirty, but so soft and so light. The criminals are also nice people; they help us a good deal. Bukin, four others, and myself were released. It got too crowded. They’ll let Pavel go soon, too. I’m telling you the truth, believe me. Vyesovshchikov will be detained the longest. They are very angry at him. He scolds and swears at everybody all the time. The gendarmes can’t bear to look at him. I guess he’ll get himself into court, or receive a sound thrashing some day. Pavel tries to dissuade him. ‘Stop, Nikolay!’ he says to him. ‘Your swearing won’t reform them.’ But he bawls: ‘Wipe them off the face of the earth like a pest!’ Pavel conducts himself finely out there; he treats all alike, and is as firm as a rock! They’ll soon let him go.”


    “Soon?” said the mother, relieved now and smiling. “I know he’ll be let out soon!”


    “Well, if you know, it’s all right! Give me tea, mother. Tell me how you’ve been, how you’ve passed your time.”


    He looked at her, smiling all over, and seemed so near to her, such a splendid fellow. A loving, somewhat melancholy gleam flashed from the depths of his round, blue eyes.


    “I love you dearly, Andriusha!” the mother said, heaving a deep sigh, as she looked at his thin face grotesquely covered with tufts of hair.


    “People are satisfied with little from me! I know you love me; you are capable of loving everybody; you have a great heart,” said the Little Russian, rocking in his chair, his eyes straying about the room.


    “No, I love you very differently!” insisted the mother. “If you had a mother, people would envy her because she had such a son.”


    The Little Russian swayed his head, and rubbed it vigorously with both hands.


    “I have a mother, somewhere!” he said in a low voice.


    “Do you know what I did to-day?” she exclaimed, and reddening a little, her voice choking with satisfaction, she quickly recounted how she had smuggled literature into the factory.


    For a moment he looked at her in amazement with his eyes wide open; then he burst out into a loud guffaw, stamped his feet, thumped his head with his fingers, and cried joyously:


    “Oho! That’s no joke any more! That’s business! Won’t Pavel be glad, though! Oh, you’re a trump. That’s good, mother! You have no idea how good it is! Both for Pavel and all who were arrested with him!”


    He snapped his fingers in ecstasy, whistled, and fairly doubled over, all radiant with joy. His delight evoked a vigorous response from the mother.


    “My dear, my Andriusha!” she began, as if her heart had burst open, and gushed over merrily with a limpid stream of living words full of serene joy. “I’ve thought all my life, ‘Lord Christ in heaven! what did I live for?’ Beatings, work! I saw nothing except my husband. I knew nothing but fear! And how Pasha grew I did not see, and I hardly know whether I loved him when my husband was alive. All my concerns, all my thoughts were centered upon one thing — to feed my beast, to propitiate the master of my life with enough food, pleasing to his palate, and served on time, so as not to incur his displeasure, so as to escape the terrors of a beating, to get him to spare me but once! But I do not remember that he ever did spare me. He beat me so — not as a wife is beaten, but as one whom you hate and detest. Twenty years I lived like that, and what was up to the time of my marriage I do not recall. I remember certain things, but I see nothing! I am as a blind person. Yegor Ivanovich was here — we are from the same village — and he spoke about this and about that. I remember the houses, the people, but how they lived, what they spoke about, what happened to this one and what to that one — I forget, I do not see! I remember fires — two fires. It seems that everything has been beaten out of me, that my soul has been locked up and sealed tight. It’s grown blind, it does not hear!”


    Her quick-drawn breath was almost a sob. She bent forward, and continued in a lowered voice: “When my husband died I turned to my son; but he went into this business, and I was seized with a pity for him, such a yearning pity — for if he should perish, how was I to live alone? What dread, what fright I have undergone! My heart was rent when I thought of his fate.


    “Our woman’s love is not a pure love! We love that which we need. And here are you! You are grieving about your mother. What do you want her for? And all the others go and suffer for the people, they go to prison, to Siberia, they die for them, many are hung. Young girls walk alone at night, in the snow, in the mud, in the rain. They walk seven versts from the city to our place. Who drives them? Who pursues them? They love! You see, theirs is pure love! They believe! Yes, indeed, they believe, Andriusha! But here am I — I can’t love like that! I love my own, the near ones!”


    “Yes, you can!” said the Little Russian, and turning away his face from her, he rubbed his head, face, and eyes vigorously as was his wont. “Everybody loves those who are near,” he continued. “To a large heart, what is far is also near. You, mother, are capable of a great deal. You have a large capacity of motherliness!”


    “God grant it!” she said quietly. “I feel that it is good to live like that! Here are you, for instance, whom I love. Maybe I love you better than I do Pasha. He is always so silent. Here he wants to get married to Sashenka, for example, and he never told me, his mother, a thing about it.”


    “That’s not true,” the Little Russian retorted abruptly. “I know it isn’t true. It’s true he loves her, and she loves him. But marry? No, they are not going to marry! She’d want to, but Pavel — he can’t! He doesn’t want to!”


    “See how you are!” said the mother quietly, and she fixed her eyes sadly and musingly on the Little Russian’s face. “You see how you are! You offer up your own selves!”


    “Pavel is a rare man!” the Little Russian uttered in a low voice. “He is a man of iron!”


    “Now he sits in prison,” continued the mother reflectively. “It’s awful, it’s terrible! It’s not as it used to be before! Life altogether is not as it used to be, and the terror is different from the old terror. You feel a pity for everybody, and you are alarmed for everybody! And the heart is different. The soul has opened its eyes, it looks on, and is sad and glad at the same time. There’s much I do not understand, and I feel so bitter and hurt that you do not believe in the Lord God. Well, I guess I can’t help that! But I see and know that you are good people. And you have consecrated yourselves to a stern life for the sake of the people, to a life of hardship for the sake of truth. The truth you stand for, I comprehend: as long as there will be the rich, the people will get nothing, neither truth nor happiness, nothing! Indeed, that’s so, Andriusha! Here am I living among you, while all this is going on. Sometimes at night my thoughts wander off to my past. I think of my youthful strength trampled under foot, of my young heart torn and beaten, and I feel sorry for myself and embittered. But for all that I live better now, I see myself more and more, I feel myself more.”


    The Little Russian arose, and trying not to scrape with his feet, began to walk carefully up and down the room, tall, lean, absorbed in thought.


    “Well said!” he exclaimed in a low voice. “Very well! There was a young Jew in Kerch who wrote verses, and once he wrote:


    “And the innocently slain,

    Truth will raise to life again.


    
      
    


    “He himself was killed by the police in Kerch, but that’s not the point. He knew the truth and did a great deal to spread it among the people. So here you are one of the innocently slain. He spoke the truth!”


    “There, I am talking now,” the mother continued. “I talk and do not hear myself, don’t believe my own ears! All my life I was silent, I always thought of one thing — how to live through the day apart, how to pass it without being noticed, so that nobody should touch me! And now I think about everything. Maybe I don’t understand your affairs so very well; but all are near me, I feel sorry for all, and I wish well to all. And to you, Andriusha, more than all the rest.”


    He took her hand in his, pressed it tightly, and quickly turned aside. Fatigued with emotion and agitation, the mother leisurely and silently washed the cups; and her breast gently glowed with a bold feeling that warmed her heart.


    Walking up and down the room the Little Russian said:


    “Mother, why don’t you sometimes try to befriend Vyesovshchikov and be kind to him? He is a fellow that needs it. His father sits in prison — a nasty little old man. Nikolay sometimes catches sight of him through the window and he begins to swear at him. That’s bad, you know. He is a good fellow, Nikolay is. He is fond of dogs, mice, and all sorts of animals, but he does not like people. That’s the pass to which a man can be brought.”


    “His mother disappeared without a trace, his father is a thief and a drunkard,” said Nilovna pensively.


    When Andrey left to go to bed, the mother, without being noticed, made the sign of the cross over him, and after about half an hour, she asked quietly, “Are you asleep, Andriusha?”


    “No. Why?”


    “Nothing! Good night!”


    “Thank you, mother, thank you!” he answered gently.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XII


    
      
    


    


    The next day when Nilovna came up to the gates of the factory with her load, the guides stopped her roughly, and ordering her to put the pails down on the ground, made a careful examination.


    “My eatables will get cold,” she observed calmly, as they felt around her dress.


    “Shut up!” said a guard sullenly.


    Another one, tapping her lightly on the shoulder, said with assurance:


    “Those books are thrown across the fence, I say!”


    Old man Sizov came up to her and looking around said in an undertone:


    “Did you hear, mother?”


    “What?”


    “About the pamphlets. They’ve appeared again. They’ve just scattered them all over like salt over bread. Much good those arrests and searches have done! My nephew Mazin has been hauled away to prison, your son’s been taken. Now it’s plain it isn’t he!” And stroking his beard Sizov concluded, “It’s not people, but thoughts, and thoughts are not fleas; you can’t catch them!”


    He gathered his beard in his hand, looked at her, and said as he walked away:


    “Why don’t you come to see me some time? I guess you are lonely all by yourself.”


    She thanked him, and calling her wares, she sharply observed the unusual animation in the factory. The workmen were all elated, they formed little circles, then parted, and ran from one group to another. Animated voices and happy, satisfied faces all around! The soot-filled atmosphere was astir and palpitating with something bold and daring. Now here, now there, approving ejaculations were heard, mockery, and sometimes threats.


    “Aha! It seems truth doesn’t agree with them,” she heard one say.


    The younger men were in especially good spirits, while the elder workmen had cautious smiles on their faces. The authorities walked about with a troubled expression, and the police ran from place to place. When the workingmen saw them, they dispersed, and walked away slowly, or if they remained standing, they stopped their conversation, looking silently at the agitated, angry faces.


    The workingmen seemed for some reason to be all washed and clean. The figure of Gusev loomed high, and his brother stalked about like a drake, and roared with laughter. The joiner’s foreman, Vavilov, and the record clerk, Isay, walked slowly past the mother. The little, wizened clerk, throwing up his head and turning his neck to the left, looked at the frowning face of the foreman, and said quickly, shaking his reddish beard:


    “They laugh, Ivan Ivanovich. It’s fun to them. They are pleased, although it’s no less a matter than the destruction of the government, as the manager said. What must be done here, Ivan Ivanovich, is not merely to weed but to plow!”


    Vavilov walked with his hands folded behind his back, and his fingers tightly clasped.


    “You print there what you please, you blackguards!” he cried aloud. “But don’t you dare say a word about me!”


    Vasily Gusev came up to Nilovna and declared:


    “I am going to eat with you again. Is it good to-day?” And lowering his head and screwing up his eyes, he added in an undertone: “You see? It hit exactly! Good! Oh, mother, very good!”


    She nodded her head affably to him, flattered that Gusev, the sauciest fellow in the village, addressed her with a respectful plural “you,” as he talked to her in secret. The general stir and animation in the factory also pleased her, and she thought to herself: “What would they do without me?”


    Three common laborers stopped at a short distance from her, and one of them said with disappointment in his voice: “I couldn’t find any anywhere!”


    Another remarked: “I’d like to hear it, though. I can’t read myself, but I understand it hits them just in the right place.”


    The third man looked around him, and said: “Let’s go into the boiler room. I’ll read it for you there!”


    “It works!” Gusev whispered, a wink lurking in his eye.


    Nilovna came home in gay spirits. She had now seen for herself how people are moved by books.


    “The people down there are sorry they can’t read,” she said to Andrey, “and here am I who could when I was young, but have forgotten.”


    “Learn over again, then,” suggested the Little Russian.


    “At my age? What do you want to make fun of me for?”


    Andrey, however, took a book from the shelf and pointing with the tip of a knife at a letter on the cover, asked: “What’s this?”


    “R,” she answered, laughing.


    “And this?”


    “A.”


    She felt awkward, hurt, and offended. It seemed to her that Andrey’s eyes were laughing at her, and she avoided their look. But his voice sounded soft and calm in her ears. She looked askance at his face, once, and a second time. It was earnest and serious.


    “Do you really wish to teach me to read?” she asked with an involuntary smile.


    “Why not?” he responded. “Try! If you once knew how to read, it will come back to you easily. ‘If no miracle it’s no ill, and if a miracle better still!’”


    “But they say that one does not become a saint by looking at a sacred image!”


    “Eh,” said the Little Russian, nodding his head. “There are proverbs galore! For example: ‘The less you know, the better you sleep’ — isn’t that it? Proverbs are the material the stomach thinks with; it makes bridles for the soul, to be able to control it better. What the stomach needs is a rest, and the soul needs freedom. What letter is this?”


    “M.”


    “Yes, see how it sprawls. And this?”


    Straining her eyes and moving her eyebrows heavily, she recalled with an effort the forgotten letters, and unconsciously yielding to the force of her exertions, she was carried away by them, and forgot herself. But soon her eyes grew tired. At first they became moist with tears of fatigue; and then tears of sorrow rapidly dropped down on the page.


    “I’m learning to read,” she said, sobbing. “It’s time for me to die, and I’m just learning to read!”


    “You mustn’t cry,” said the Little Russian gently. “It wasn’t your fault you lived the way you did; and yet you understand that you lived badly. There are thousands of people who could live better than you, but who live like cattle and then boast of how well they live. But what is good in their lives? To-day, their day’s work over, they eat, and to-morrow, their day’s work over, they eat, and so on through all their years — work and eat, work and eat! Along with this they bring forth children, and at first amuse themselves with them, but when they, too, begin to eat much, they grow surly and scold: ‘Come on, you gluttons! Hurry along! Grow up quick! It’s time you get to work!’ and they would like to make beasts of burden of their children. But the children begin to work for their own stomachs, and drag their lives along as a thief drags a worthless stolen mop. Their souls are never stirred with joy, never quickened with a thought that melts the heart. Some live like mendicants — always begging; some like thieves — always snatching out of the hands of others. They’ve made thieves’ laws, placed men with sticks over the people, and said to them: ‘Guard our laws; they are very convenient laws; they permit us to suck the blood out of the people!’ They try to squeeze the people from the outside, but the people resist, and so they drive the rules inside so as to crush the reason, too.”


    Leaning his elbows on the table and looking into the mother’s face with pensive eyes, he continued in an even, flowing voice:


    “Only those are men who strike the chains from off man’s body and from off his reason. And now you, too, are going into this work according to the best of your ability.”


    “I? Now, now! How can I?”


    “Why not? It’s just like rain. Every drop goes to nourish the seed! And when you are able to read, then—” He stopped and began to laugh; then rose and paced up and down the room.


    “Yes, you must learn to read! And when Pavel gets back, won’t you surprise him, eh?”


    “Oh, Andriusha! For a young man everything is simple and easy! But when you have lived to my age, you have lots of trouble, little strength, and no mind at all left.”


    In the evening the Little Russian went out. The mother lit a lamp and sat down at a table to knit stockings. But soon she rose again, walked irresolutely into the kitchen, bolted the outer door, and straining her eyebrows walked back into the living room. She pulled down the window curtains, and taking a book from the shelf, sat down at the table again, looked around, bent down over the book, and began to move her lips. When she heard a noise on the street, she started, clapped the book shut with the palm of her hand, and listened intently. And again, now closing, now opening her eyes, she whispered:


    “E — z — a.”


    With even precision and stern regularity the dull tick of the pendulum marked the dying seconds.


    A knock at the door was heard; the mother jumped quickly to her feet, thrust the book on the shelf, and walking up to the door asked anxiously:


    “Who’s there?”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XIII


    
      
    


    


    Rybin came in, greeted her, and stroking his beard in a dignified manner and peeping into the room with his dark eyes, remarked:


    “You used to let people into your house before, without inquiring who they were. Are you alone?”


    “Yes.”


    “You are? I thought the Little Russian was here. I saw him to-day. The prison doesn’t spoil a man. Stupidity, that’s what spoils most of all.”


    He walked into the room, sat down and said to the mother:


    “Let’s have a talk together. I have something to tell you. I have a theory!” There was a significant and mysterious expression in his face as he said this. It filled the mother with a sense of foreboding. She sat down opposite him and waited in mute anxiety for him to speak.


    “Everything costs money!” he began in his gruff, heavy voice. “It takes money to be born; it takes money to die. Books and leaflets cost money, too. Now, then, do you know where all this money for the books comes from?”


    “No, I don’t know,” replied the mother in a low voice, anticipating danger.


    “Nor do I! Another question I’ve got to ask is: Who writes those books? The educated folks. The masters!” Rybin spoke curtly and decisively, his voice grew gruffer and gruffer, and his bearded face reddened as with the strain of exertion. “Now, then, the masters write the books and distribute them. But the writings in the books are against these very masters. Now, tell me, why do they spend their money and their time to stir up the people against themselves? Eh?”


    Nilovna blinked, then opened her eyes wide and exclaimed in fright:


    “What do you think? Tell me.”


    “Aha!” exclaimed Rybin, turning in his chair like a bear. “There you are! When I reached that thought I was seized with a cold shiver, too.”


    “Now what is it? Tell me! Did you find out anything?”


    “Deception! Fraud! I feel it. It’s deception. I know nothing, but I feel sure there’s deception in it. Yes! The masters are up to some clever trick, and I want nothing of it. I want the truth. I understand what it is; I understand it. But I will not go hand in hand with the masters. They’ll push me to the front when it suits them, and then walk over my bones as over a bridge to get where they want to.”


    At the sound of his morose words, uttered in a stubborn, thick, and forceful voice, the mother’s heart contracted in pain.


    “Good Lord!” she exclaimed in anguish. “Where is the truth? Can it be that Pavel does not understand? And all those who come here from the city — is it possible that they don’t understand?” The serious, honest faces of Yegor, Nikolay Ivanovich, and Sashenka passed before her mind, and her heart fluttered.


    “No, no!” she said, shaking her head as if to dismiss the thought. “I can’t believe it. They are for truth and honor and conscience; they have no evil designs; oh, no!”


    “Whom are you talking about?” asked Rybin thoughtfully.


    “About all of them! Every single one I met. They are not the people who will traffic in human blood, oh, no!” Perspiration burst out on her face, and her fingers trembled.


    “You are not looking in the right place, mother; look farther back,” said Rybin, drooping his head. “Those who are directly working in the movement may not know anything about it themselves. They think it must be so; they have the truth at heart. But there may be people behind them who are looking out only for their own selfish interests. Men won’t go against themselves.” And with the firm conviction of a peasant fed on centuries of distrust, he added: “No good will ever come from the masters! Take my word for it!”


    “What concoction has your brain put together?” the mother asked, again seized with anxious misgiving.


    “I?” Rybin looked at her, was silent for a while, then repeated: “Keep away from the masters! That’s what!” He grew morosely silent again, and seemed to shrink within himself.


    “I’ll go away, mother,” he said after a pause. “I wanted to join the fellows, to work along with them. I’m fit for the work. I can read and write. I’m persevering and not a fool. And the main thing is, I know what to say to people. But now I will go. I can’t believe, and therefore I must go. I know, mother, that the people’s souls are foul and besmirched. All live on envy, all want to gorge themselves; and since there’s little to eat, each seeks to eat the other up.”


    He let his head droop, and remained absorbed in thought for a while. Finally he said:


    “I’ll go all by myself through village and hamlet and stir the people up. It’s necessary that the people should take the matter in their own hands and get to work themselves. Let them but understand — they’ll find a way themselves. And so, I’m going to try to make them understand. There is no hope for them except in themselves; there’s no understanding for them except in their own understanding! And that’s the truth!”


    “They will seize you!” said the mother in a low voice.


    “They will seize me, and let me out again. And then I’ll go ahead again!”


    “The peasants themselves will bind you, and you will be thrown into jail.”


    “Well, I’ll stay in jail for a time, then be released, and I’ll go on again. As for the peasants, they’ll bind me once, twice, and then they will understand that they ought not to bind me, but listen to me. I’ll tell them: “I don’t ask you to believe me; I want you just to listen to me!” And if they listen, they will believe.”


    Both the mother and Rybin spoke slowly, as if testing every word before uttering it.


    “There’s little joy for me in this, mother,” said Rybin. “I have lived here of late, and gobbled up a deal of stuff. Yes; I understand some, too! And now I feel as if I were burying a child.”


    “You’ll perish, Mikhaïl Ivanych!” said the mother, shaking her head sadly.


    His dark, deep eyes looked at her with a questioning, expectant look. His powerful body bent forward, propped by his hands resting on the seat of the chair, and his swarthy face seemed pale in the black frame of his beard.


    “Did you hear what Christ said about the seed? ‘Thou shalt not die, but rise to life again in the new ear.’ I don’t regard myself as near death at all. I am shrewd. I follow a straighter course than the others. You can get further that way. Only, you see, I feel sorry — I don’t know why.” He fidgeted on his chair, then slowly rose. “I’ll go to the tavern and be with the people a while. The Little Russian is not coming. Has he gotten busy already?”


    “Yes!” The mother smiled. “No sooner out of prison than they rush to their work.”


    “That’s the way it should be. Tell him about me.”


    They walked together slowly into the kitchen, and without looking at each other exchanged brief remarks:


    “I’ll tell him,” she promised.


    “Well, good-by!”


    “Good-by! When do you quit your job?”


    “I have already.”


    “When are you going?”


    “To-morrow, early in the morning. Good-by!”


    He bent his head and crawled off the porch reluctantly, it seemed, and clumsily. The mother stood for a moment at the door listening to the heavy departing footsteps and to the doubts that stirred in her heart. Then she noiselessly turned away into the room, and drawing the curtain peered through the window. Black darkness stood behind, motionless, waiting, gaping, with its flat, abysmal mouth.


    “I live in the night!” she thought. “In the night forever!” She felt a pity for the black-bearded, sedate peasant. He was so broad and strong — and yet there was a certain helplessness about him, as about all the people.


    Presently Andrey came in gay and vivacious. When the mother told him about Rybin, he exclaimed:


    “Going, is he? Well, let him go through the villages. Let him ring forth the word of truth. Let him arouse the people. It’s hard for him here with us.”


    “He was talking about the masters. Is there anything in it?” she inquired circumspectly. “Isn’t it possible that they want to deceive you?”


    “It bothers you, mother, doesn’t it?” The Little Russian laughed. “Oh, mother dear — money! If we only had money! We are still living on charity. Take, for instance, Nikolay Ivanych. He earns seventy-five rubles a month, and gives us fifty! And others do the same. And the hungry students send us money sometimes, which they collect penny by penny. And as to the masters, of course there are different kinds among them. Some of them will deceive us, and some will leave us; but the best will stay with us and march with us up to our holiday.” He clapped his hands, and rubbing them vigorously against each other continued: “But not even the flight of an eagle’s wings will enable anyone to reach that holiday, so we’ll make a little one for the first of May. It will be jolly.”


    His words and his vivacity dispelled the alarm excited in the mother’s heart by Rybin. The Little Russian walked up and down the room, his feet sounding on the floor. He rubbed his head with one hand and his chest with the other, and spoke looking at the floor:


    “You know, sometimes you have a wonderful feeling living in your heart. It seems to you that wherever you go, all men are comrades; all burn with one and the same fire; all are merry; all are good. Without words they all understand one another; and no one wants to hinder or insult the other. No one feels the need of it. All live in unison, but each heart sings its own song. And the songs flow like brooks into one stream, swelling into a huge river of bright joys, rolling free and wide down its course. And when you think that this will be — that it cannot help being if we so wish it — then the wonderstruck heart melts with joy. You feel like weeping — you feel so happy.”


    He spoke and looked as if he were searching something within himself. The mother listened and tried not to stir, so as not to disturb him and interrupt his speech. She always listened to him with more attention than to anybody else. He spoke more simply than all the rest, and his words gripped her heart more powerfully. Pavel, too, was probably looking to the future. How could it be otherwise, when one is following such a course of life? But when he looked into the remote future it was always by himself; he never spoke of what he saw. This Little Russian, however, it seemed to her, was always there with a part of his heart; the legend of the future holiday for all upon earth, always sounded in his speech. This legend rendered the meaning of her son’s life, of his work, and that of all of his comrades, clear to the mother.


    “And when you wake up,” continued the Little Russian, tossing his head and letting his hands drop alongside his body, “and look around, you see it’s all filthy and cold. All are tired and angry; human life is all churned up like mud on a busy highway, and trodden underfoot!”


    He stopped in front of the mother, and with deep sorrow in his eyes, and shaking his head, added in a low, sad voice:


    “Yes, it hurts, but you must — you must distrust man; you must fear him, and even hate him! Man is divided, he is cut in two by life. You’d like only to love him; but how is it possible? How can you forgive a man if he goes against you like a wild beast, does not recognize that there is a living soul in you, and kicks your face — a human face! You must not forgive. It’s not for yourself that you mustn’t. I’d stand all the insults as far as I myself am concerned; but I don’t want to show indulgence for insults. I don’t want to let them learn on my back how to beat others!”


    His eyes now sparkled with a cold gleam; he inclined his head doggedly, and continued in a more resolute tone:


    “I must not forgive anything that is noxious, even though it does not hurt! I’m not alone in the world. If I allow myself to be insulted to-day — maybe I can afford to laugh at the insult, maybe it doesn’t sting me at all — but, having tested his strength on me, the offender will proceed to flay some one else the next day! That’s why one is compelled to discriminate between people, to keep a firm grip on one’s heart, and to classify mankind — these belong to me, those are strangers.”


    The mother thought of the officer and Sashenka, and said with a sigh:


    “What sort of bread can you expect from unbolted meal?”


    “That’s it; that’s the trouble!” the Little Russian exclaimed. “You must look with two kinds of eyes; two hearts throb in your bosom. The one loves all; the other says: ‘Halt! You mustn’t!’”


    The figure of her husband, somber and ponderous, like a huge moss-covered stone, now rose in her memory. She made a mental image for herself of the Little Russian as married to Natasha, and her son as the husband of Sashenka.


    “And why?” asked the Little Russian, warming up. “It’s so plainly evident that it’s downright ridiculous — simply because men don’t stand on an equal footing. Then let’s equalize them, put them all in one row! Let’s divide equally all that’s produced by the brains and all that’s made by the hands. Let’s not keep one another in the slavery of fear and envy, in the thraldom of greed and stupidity!”


    The mother and the Little Russian now began to carry on such conversations with each other frequently. He was again taken into the factory. He turned over all his earnings to the mother, and she took the money from him with as little fuss as from Pavel. Sometimes Andrey would suggest with a twinkle in his eyes:


    “Shall we read a little, mother, eh?”


    She would invariably refuse, playfully but resolutely. The twinkle in his eyes discomfited her, and she thought to herself, with a slight feeling of offense: “If you laugh at me, then why do you ask me to read with you?”


    He noticed that the mother began to ask him with increasing frequency for the meaning of this or that book word. She always looked aside when asking for such information, and spoke in a monotonous tone of indifference. He divined that she was studying by herself in secret, understood her bashfulness, and ceased to invite her to read with him. Shortly afterwards she said to him:


    “My eyes are getting weak, Andriusha. I guess I need glasses.”


    “All right! Next Sunday I’ll take you to a physician in the city, a friend of mine, and you shall have glasses!”


    She had already been three times in the prison to ask for a meeting with Pavel, and each time the general of the gendarmes, a gray old man with purple cheeks and a huge nose, turned her gently away.


    “In about a week, little mother, not before! A week from now we shall see, but at present it’s impossible!”


    He was a round, well-fed creature, and somehow reminded her of a ripe plum, somewhat spoiled by too long keeping, and already covered with a downy mold. He kept constantly picking his small, white teeth with a sharp yellow toothpick. There was a little smile in his small greenish eyes, and his voice had a friendly, caressing sound.


    “Polite!” said the mother to the Little Russian with a thoughtful air. “Always with a smile on him. I don’t think it’s right. When a man is tending to affairs like these, I don’t think he ought to grin.”


    “Yes, yes. They are so gentle, always smiling. If they should be told: ‘Look here, this man is honest and wise, he is dangerous to us; hang him!’ they would still smile and hang him, and keep on smiling.”


    “The one who made the search in our place is the better of the two; he is simpler. You can see at once that he is a dog.”


    “None of them are human beings; they are used to stun the people and render them insensible. They are tools, the means wherewith our kind is rendered more convenient to the state. They themselves have already been so fixed that they have become convenient instruments in the hand that governs us. They can do whatever they are told to do without thought, without asking why it is necessary to do it.”


    At last Vlasova got permission to see her son, and one Sunday she was sitting modestly in a corner of the prison office, a low, narrow, dingy apartment, where a few more people were sitting and waiting for permission to see their relatives and friends. Evidently it was not the first time they were here, for they knew one another and in a low voice kept up a lazy, languid conversation.


    “Have you heard?” said a stout woman with a wizened face and a traveling bag on her lap. “At early mass to-day the church regent again ripped up the ear of one of the choir boys.”


    An elderly man in the uniform of a retired soldier coughed aloud and remarked:


    “These choir boys are such loafers!”


    A short, bald, little man with short legs, long arms, and protruding jaw, ran officiously up and down the room. Without stopping he said in a cracked, agitated voice:


    “The cost of living is getting higher and higher. An inferior quality of beef, fourteen cents; bread has again risen to two and a half.”


    Now and then prisoners came into the room — gray, monotonous, with coarse, heavy, leather shoes. They blinked as they entered; iron chains rattled at the feet of one of them. The quiet and calm and simplicity all around produced a strange, uncouth impression. It seemed as if all had grown accustomed to their situation. Some sat there quietly, others looked on idly, while still others seemed to pay their regular visits with a sense of weariness. The mother’s heart quivered with impatience, and she looked with a puzzled air at everything around her, amazed at the oppressive simplicity of life in this corner of the world.
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    “The mother’s heart quivered with impatience.”


    Next to Vlasova sat a little old woman with a wrinkled face, but youthful eyes. She kept her thin neck turned to listen to the conversation, and looked about on all sides with a strange expression of eagerness in her face.


    “Whom have you here?” Vlasova asked softly.


    “A son, a student,” answered the old woman in a loud, brusque voice. “And you?”


    “A son, also. A workingman.”


    “What’s the name?”


    “Vlasov.”


    “Never heard of him. How long has he been in prison?”


    “Seven weeks.”


    “And mine has been in for ten months,” said the old woman, with a strange note of pride in her voice which did not escape the notice of the mother.


    A tall lady dressed in black, with a thin, pale face, said lingeringly:


    “They’ll soon put all the decent people in prison. They can’t endure them, they loathe them!”


    “Yes, yes!” said the little old bald man, speaking rapidly. “All patience is disappearing. Everybody is excited; everybody is clamoring, and prices are mounting higher and higher. As a consequence the value of men is depreciating. And there is not a single, conciliatory voice heard, not one!”


    “Perfectly true!” said the retired military man. “It’s monstrous! What’s wanted is a voice, a firm voice to cry, ‘Silence!’ Yes, that’s what we want — a firm voice!”


    The conversation became more general and animated. Everybody was in a hurry to give his opinion about life; but all spoke in a half-subdued voice, and the mother noticed a tone of hostility in all, which was new to her. At home they spoke differently, more intelligibly, more simply, and more loudly.


    The fat warden with a square red beard called out her name, looked her over from head to foot, and telling her to follow him, walked off limping. She followed him, and felt like pushing him to make him go faster. Pavel stood in a small room, and on seeing his mother smiled and put out his hand to her. She grasped it, laughed, blinked swiftly, and at a loss for words merely asked softly:


    “How are you? How are you?”


    “Compose yourself, mother.” Pavel pressed her hand.


    “It’s all right! It’s all right!”


    “Mother,” said the warden, fetching a sigh, “suppose you move away from each other a bit. Let there be some distance between you.” He yawned aloud.


    Pavel asked the mother about her health and about home. She waited for some other questions, sought them in her son’s eyes, but could not find them. He was calm as usual, although his face had grown paler, and his eyes seemed larger.


    “Sasha sends you her regards,” she said. Pavel’s eyelids quivered and fell. His face became softer and brightened with a clear, open smile. A poignant bitterness smote the mother’s heart.


    “Will they let you out soon?” she inquired in a tone of sudden injury and agitation. “Why have they put you in prison? Those papers and pamphlets have appeared in the factory again, anyway.”


    Pavel’s eyes flashed with delight.


    “Have they? When? Many of them?”


    “It is forbidden to talk about this subject!” the warden lazily announced. “You may talk only of family matters.”


    “And isn’t this a family matter?” retorted the mother.


    “I don’t know. I only know it’s forbidden. You may talk about his wash and underwear and food, but nothing else!” insisted the warden, his voice, however, expressing utter indifference.


    “All right,” said Pavel. “Keep to domestic affairs, mother. What are you doing?”


    She answered boldly, seized with youthful ardor:


    “I carry all this to the factory.” She paused with a smile and continued: “Sour soup, gruel, all Marya’s cookery, and other stuff.”


    Pavel understood. The muscles of his face quivered with restrained laughter. He ran his fingers through his hair and said in a tender tone, such as she had never heard him use:


    “My own dear mother! That’s good! It’s good you’ve found something to do, so it isn’t tedious for you. You don’t feel lonesome, do you, mother?”


    “When the leaflets appeared, they searched me, too,” she said, not without a certain pride.


    “Again on this subject!” said the warden in an offended tone. “I tell you it’s forbidden, it’s not allowed. They have deprived him of liberty so that he shouldn’t know anything about it; and here you are with your news. You ought to know it’s forbidden!”


    “Well, leave it, mother,” said Pavel. “Matvey Ivanovich is a good man. You mustn’t do anything to provoke him. We get along together very well. It’s by chance he’s here to-day with us. Usually, it’s the assistant superintendent who is present on such occasions. That’s why Matvey Ivanovich is afraid you will say something you oughtn’t to.”


    “Time’s up!” announced the warden looking at his watch. “Take your leave!”


    “Well, thank you,” said Pavel. “Thank you, my darling mother! Don’t worry now. They’ll let me out soon.”


    He embraced her, pressed her warmly to his bosom, and kissed her. Touched by his endearments, and happy, she burst into tears.


    “Now separate!” said the warden, and as he walked off with the mother he mumbled:


    “Don’t cry! They’ll let him out; they’ll let everybody out. It’s too crowded here.”


    At home the mother told the Little Russian of her conversation with Pavel, and her face wore a broad smile.


    “I told him! Yes, indeed! And cleverly, too. He understood!” and, heaving a melancholy sigh: “Oh, yes, he understood; otherwise he wouldn’t have been so tender and affectionate. He has never been that way before.”


    “Oh, mother!” the Little Russian laughed. “No matter what other people may want, a mother always wants affection. You certainly have a heart plenty big enough for one man!”


    “But those people! Just think, Andriusha!” she suddenly exclaimed, amazement in her tone. “How used they get to all this! Their children are taken away from them, are thrown into dungeons, and, mind you, it’s as nothing to them! They come, sit about, wait, and talk. What do you think of that? If intelligent people are that way, if they can so easily get accustomed to a thing like that, then what’s to be said about the common people?”


    “That’s natural,” said the Little Russian with his usual smile. “The law after all is not so harsh toward them as toward us. And they need the law more than we do. So that when the law hits them on the head, although they cry out they do not cry very loud. Your own stick does not fall upon you so heavily. For them the laws are to some extent a protection, but for us they are only chains to keep us bound so we can’t kick.”


    Three days afterwards in the evening, when the mother sat at the table knitting stockings and the Little Russian was reading to her from a book about the revolt of the Roman slaves, a loud knock was heard at the door. The Little Russian went to open it and admitted Vyesovshchikov with a bundle under his arm, his hat pushed back on his head, and mud up to his knees.


    “I was passing by, and seeing a light in your house, I dropped in to ask you how you are. I’ve come straight from the prison.”


    He spoke in a strange voice. He seized Vlasov’s hand and wrung it violently as he added: “Pavel sends you his regards.” Irresolutely seating himself in a chair he scanned the room with his gloomy, suspicious look.


    The mother was not fond of him. There was something in his angular, close-cropped head and in his small eyes that always scared her; but now she was glad to see him, and with a broad smile lighting her face she said in a tender, animated voice:


    “How thin you’ve become! Say, Andriusha, let’s dose him with tea.”


    “I’m putting up the samovar already!” the Little Russian called from the kitchen.


    “How is Pavel? Have they let anybody else out besides yourself?”


    Nikolay bent his head and answered:


    “I’m the only one they’ve let go.” He raised his eyes to the mother’s face and said slowly, speaking through his teeth with ponderous emphasis: “I told them: ‘Enough! Let me go! Else I’ll kill some one here, and myself, too!’ So they let me go!”


    “Hm, hm — ye-es,” said the mother, recoiling from him and involuntarily blinking when her gaze met his sharp, narrow eyes.


    “And how is Fedya Mazin?” shouted the Little Russian from the kitchen. “Writing poetry, is he?”


    “Yes! I don’t understand it,” said Nikolay, shaking his head. “They’ve put him in a cage and he sings. There’s only one thing I’m sure about, and that is I have no desire to go home.”


    “Why should you want to go home? What’s there to attract you?” said the mother pensively. “It’s empty, there’s no fire burning, and it’s chilly all over.”


    Vyesovshchikov sat silent, his eyes screwed up. Taking a box of cigarettes from his pocket he leisurely lit one of them, and looking at the gray curl of smoke dissolve before him he grinned like a big, surly dog.


    “Yes, I guess it’s cold. And the floor is filled with frozen cockroaches, and even the mice are frozen, too, I suppose. Pelagueya Nilovna, will you let me sleep here to-night, please?” he asked hoarsely without looking at her.


    “Why, of course, Nikolay! You needn’t even ask it!” the mother quickly replied. She felt embarrassed and ill at ease in Nikolay’s presence, and did not know what to speak to him about. But he himself went on to talk in a strangely broken voice.


    “We live in a time when children are ashamed of their own parents.”


    “What!” exclaimed the mother, starting.


    He glanced up at her and closed his eyes. His pockmarked face looked like that of a blind man.


    “I say that children have to be ashamed of their parents,” he repeated, sighing aloud. “Now, don’t you be afraid. It’s not meant for you. Pavel will never be ashamed of you. But I am ashamed of my father, and shall never enter his house again. I have no father, no home! They have put me under the surveillance of the police, else I’d go to Siberia. I think a man who won’t spare himself could do a great deal in Siberia. I would free convicts there and arrange for their escape.”


    The mother understood, with her ready feelings, what agony this man must be undergoing, but his pain awoke no sympathetic response in her.


    “Well, of course, if that’s the case, then it’s better for you to go,” she said, in order not to offend him by silence.


    Andrey came in from the kitchen, and said, smiling:


    “Well, are you sermonizing, eh?”


    The mother rose and walked away, saying:


    “I’m going to get something to eat.”


    Vyesovshchikov looked at the Little Russian fixedly and suddenly declared:


    “I think that some people ought to be killed off!”


    “Oho! And pray what for?” asked the Little Russian calmly.


    “So they cease to be.”


    “Ahem! And have you the right to make corpses out of living people?”


    “Yes, I have.”


    “Where did you get it from?”


    “The people themselves gave it to me.”


    The Little Russian stood in the middle of the room, tall and spare, swaying on his legs, with his hands thrust in his pockets, and looked down on Nikolay. Nikolay sat firmly in his chair, enveloped in clouds of smoke, with red spots on his face showing through.


    “The people gave it to me!” he repeated clenching his fist. “If they kick me I have the right to strike them and punch their eyes out! Don’t touch me, and I won’t touch you! Let me live as I please, and I’ll live in peace and not touch anybody. Maybe I’d prefer to live in the woods. I’d build myself a cabin in the ravine by the brook and live there. At any rate, I’d live alone.”


    “Well, go and live that way, if it pleases you,” said the Little Russian, shrugging his shoulders.


    “Now?” asked Nikolay. He shook his head in negation and replied, striking his fist on his knee:


    “Now it’s impossible!”


    “Who’s in your way?”


    “The people!” Vyesovshchikov retorted brusquely. “I’m hitched to them even unto death. They’ve hedged my heart around with hatred and tied me to themselves with evil. That’s a strong tie! I hate them, and I will not go away; no, never! I’ll be in their way. I’ll harass their lives. They are in my way, I’ll be in theirs. I’ll answer only for myself, only for myself, and for no one else. And if my father is a thief — —”


    “Oh!” said the Little Russian in a low voice, moving up to Nikolay.


    “And as for Isay Gorbov, I’ll wring his head off! You shall see!”


    “What for?” asked the Little Russian in a quiet, earnest voice.


    “He shouldn’t be a spy; he shouldn’t go about denouncing people. It’s through him my father’s gone to the dogs, and it’s owing to him that he now is aiming to become a spy,” said Vyesovshchikov, looking at Andrey with a dark, hostile scowl.


    “Oh, that’s it!” exclaimed the Little Russian. “And pray, who’d blame you for that? Fools!”


    “Both the fools and the wise are smeared with the same oil!” said Nikolay heavily. “Here are you a wise fellow, and Pavel, too. And do you mean to say that I am the same to you as Fedya Mazin or Samoylov, or as you two are to each other? Don’t lie! I won’t believe you, anyway. You all push me aside to a place apart, all by myself.”


    “Your heart is aching, Nikolay!” said the Little Russian softly and tenderly sitting down beside him.


    “Yes, it’s aching, and so is your heart. But your aches seem nobler to you than mine. We are all scoundrels toward one another, that’s what I say. And what have you to say to that?”


    He fixed his sharp gaze on Andrey, and waited with set teeth. His mottled face remained immobile, and a quiver passed over his thick lips, as if scorched by a flame.


    “I have nothing to say!” said the Little Russian, meeting Vyesovshchikov’s hostile glance with a bright, warm, yet melancholy look of his blue eyes. “I know that to argue with a man at a time when all the wounds of his heart are bleeding, is only to insult him. I know it, brother.”


    “It’s impossible to argue with me; I can’t,” mumbled Nikolay, lowering his eyes.


    “I think,” continued the Little Russian, “that each of us has gone through that, each of us has walked with bare feet over broken glass, each of us in his dark hour has gasped for breath as you are now.”


    “You have nothing to tell me!” said Vyesovshchikov slowly. “Nothing! My heart is so — it seems to me as if wolves were howling there!”


    “And I don’t want to say anything to you. Only I know that you’ll get over this, perhaps not entirely, but you’ll get over it!” He smiled, and added, tapping Nikolay on the back: “Why, man, this is a children’s disease, something like measles! We all suffer from it, the strong less, the weak more. It comes upon a man at the period when he has found himself, but does not yet understand life, and his own place in life. And when you do not see your place, and are unable to appraise your own value, it seems that you are the only, the inimitable cucumber on the face of the earth, and that no one can measure, no one can fathom your worth, and that all are eager only to eat you up. After a while you’ll find out that the hearts in other people’s breasts are no worse than a good part of your own heart, and you’ll begin to feel better. And somewhat ashamed, too! Why should you climb up to the belfry tower, when your bell is so small that it can’t be heard in the great peal of the holiday bells? Moreover, you’ll see that in chorus the sound of your bell will be heard, too, but by itself the old church bells will drown it in their rumble as a fly is drowned in oil. Do you understand what I am saying?”


    “Maybe I understand,” Nikolay said, nodding his head. “Only I don’t believe it.”


    The Little Russian broke into a laugh, jumped to his feet, and began to run noisily up and down the room.


    “I didn’t believe it either. Ah, you — wagonload!”


    “Why a wagonload?” Nikolay asked with a sad smile, looking at the Little Russian.


    “Because there’s a resemblance!”


    Suddenly Nikolay broke into a loud guffaw, his mouth opening wide.


    “What is it?” the Little Russian asked in surprise, stopping in front of him.


    “It struck me that he’d be a fool who’d want to insult you!” Nikolay declared, shaking his head.


    “Why, how can you insult me?” asked the Little Russian, shrugging his shoulders.


    “I don’t know,” said Vyesovshchikov, grinning good-naturedly or perhaps condescendingly. “I only wanted to say that a man must feel mighty ashamed of himself after he’d insulted you.”


    “There now! See where you got to!” laughed the Little Russian.


    “Andriusha!” the mother called from the kitchen. “Come get the samovar. It’s ready!”


    Andrey walked out of the room, and Vyesovshchikov, left alone, looked about, stretched out his foot sheathed in a coarse, heavy boot, looked at it, bent down, and felt the stout calf of his legs. Then he raised one hand to his face, carefully examined the palm, and turned it around. His short-fingered hand was thick, and covered with yellowish hair. He waved it in the air, and arose.


    When Andrey brought in the samovar, Vyesovshchikov was standing before the mirror, and greeted him with these words:


    “It’s a long time since I’ve seen my face.” Then he laughed and added: “It’s an ugly face I have!”


    “What’s that to you?” asked Andrey, turning a curious look upon him.


    “Sashenka says the face is the mirror of the heart!” Nikolay replied, bringing out the words slowly.


    “It’s not true, though!” the little Russian ejaculated. “She has a nose like a mushroom, cheek bones like a pair of scissors; yet her heart is like a bright little star.”


    They sat down to drink tea.


    Vyesovshchikov took a big potato, heavily salted a slice of bread, and began to chew slowly and deliberately, like an ox.


    “And how are matters here?” he asked, with his mouth full.


    When Andrey cheerfully recounted to him the growth of the socialist propaganda in the factory, he again grew morose and remarked dully:


    “It takes too long! Too long, entirely! It ought to go faster!”


    The mother regarded him, and was seized with a feeling of hostility toward this man.


    “Life is not a horse; you can’t set it galloping with a whip,” said Andrey.


    But Vyesovshchikov stubbornly shook his head, and proceeded:


    “It’s slow! I haven’t the patience. What am I to do?” He opened his arms in a gesture of helplessness, and waited for a response.


    “We all must learn and teach others. That’s our business!” said Andrey, bending his head.


    Vyesovshchikov asked:


    “And when are we going to fight?”


    “There’ll be more than one butchery of us up to that time, that I know!” answered the Little Russian with a smile. “But when we shall be called on to fight, that I don’t know! First, you see, we must equip the head, and then the hand. That’s what I think.”


    “The heart!” said Nikolay laconically.


    “And the heart, too.”


    Nikolay became silent, and began to eat again. From the corner of her eye the mother stealthily regarded his broad, pockmarked face, endeavoring to find something in it to reconcile her to the unwieldy, square figure of Vyesovshchikov. Her eyebrows fluttered whenever she encountered the shooting glance of his little eyes. Andrey held his head in his hands; he became restless — he suddenly laughed, and then abruptly stopped, and began to whistle.


    It seemed to the mother that she understood his disquietude. Nikolay sat at the table without saying anything; and when the Little Russian addressed a question to him, he answered briefly, with evident reluctance.


    The little room became too narrow and stifling for its two occupants, and they glanced, now the one, now the other, at their guest.


    At length Nikolay rose and said: “I’d like to go to bed. I sat and sat in prison — suddenly they let me go; I’m off! — I’m tired!”


    He went into the kitchen and stirred about for a while. Then a sudden stillness settled down. The mother listened for a sound, and whispered to Andrey: “He has something terrible in his mind!”


    “Yes, he’s hard to understand!” the Little Russian assented, shaking his head. “But you go to bed, mother, I am going to stay and read a while.”


    She went to the corner where the bed was hidden from view by chintz curtains. Andrey, sitting at the table, for a long while listened to the warm murmur of her prayers and sighs. Quickly turning the pages of the book Andrey nervously rubbed his lips, twitched his mustache with his long fingers, and scraped his feet on the floor. Ticktock, ticktock went the pendulum of the clock; and the wind moaned as it swept past the window.


    Then the mother’s low voice was heard:


    “Oh, God! How many people there are in the world, and each one wails in his own way. Where, then, are those who feel rejoiced?”


    “Soon there will be such, too, soon!” announced the Little Russian.
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    Life flowed on swiftly. The days were diversified and full of color. Each one brought with it something new, and the new ceased to alarm the mother. Strangers came to the house in the evening more and more frequently, and they talked with Andrey in subdued voices with an engrossed air. Late at night they went out into the darkness, their collars up, their hats thrust low over their faces, noiselessly, cautiously. All seemed to feel a feverish excitement, which they kept under restraint, and had the air of wanting to sing and laugh if they only had the time. They were all in a perpetual hurry. All of them — the mocking and the serious, the frank, jovial youth with effervescing strength, the thoughtful and quiet — all of them in the eyes of the mother were identical in the persistent faith that characterized them; and although each had his own peculiar cast of countenance, for her all their faces blended into one thin, composed, resolute face with a profound expression in its dark eyes, kind yet stern, like the look in Christ’s eyes on his way to Emmaus.


    The mother counted them, and mentally gathered them together into a group around Pavel. In that throng he became invisible to the eyes of the enemy.


    One day a vivacious, curly-haired girl appeared from the city, bringing some parcel for Andrey; and on leaving she said to Vlasova, with a gleam in her merry eyes:


    “Good-by, comrade!”


    “Good-by!” the mother answered, restraining a smile. After seeing the girl to the door, she walked to the window and, smiling, looked out on the street to watch her comrade as she trotted away, nimbly raising and dropping her little feet, fresh as a spring flower and light as a butterfly.


    “Comrade!” said the mother when her guest had disappeared from her view. “Oh, you dear! God grant you a comrade for all your life!”


    She often noticed in all the people from the city a certain childishness, for which she had the indulgent smile of an elderly person; but at the same time she was touched and joyously surprised by their faith, the profundity of which she began to realize more and more clearly. Their visions of the triumph of justice captivated her and warmed her heart. As she listened to their recital of future victories, she involuntarily sighed with an unknown sorrow. But what touched her above all was their simplicity, their beautiful, grand, generous unconcern for themselves.


    She had already come to understand a great deal of what was said about life. She felt they had in reality discovered the true source of the people’s misfortune, and it became a habit with her to agree with their thoughts. But at the bottom of her heart she did not believe that they could remake the whole of life according to their idea, or that they would have strength enough to gather all the working people about their fire. Everyone, she knew, wants to fill his stomach to-day, and no one wants to put his dinner off even for a week, if he can eat it up at once. Not many would consent to travel the long and difficult road; and not all eyes could see at the end the promised kingdom where all men are brothers. That’s why all these good people, despite their beards and worn faces, seemed to her mere children.


    “My dear ones!” she thought, shaking her head.


    But they all now lived a good, earnest, and sensible life; they all spoke of the common weal; and in their desire to teach other people what they knew, they did not spare themselves. She understood that it was possible to love such a life, despite its dangers; and with a sigh she looked back to bygone days in which her past dragged along flatly and monotonously, a thin, black thread. Imperceptibly she grew conscious of her usefulness in this new life — a consciousness that gave her poise and assurance. She had never before felt herself necessary to anybody. When she had lived with her husband, she knew that if she died he would marry another woman. It was all the same to him whether a dark-haired or a red-haired woman lived with him and prepared his meals. When Pavel grew up and began to run about in the street, she saw that she was not needed by him. But now she felt that she was helping a good work. It was new to her and pleasant. It set her head erect on her shoulders.


    She considered it her duty to carry the books regularly to the factory. Indeed, she elaborated a number of devices for escaping detection. The spies, grown accustomed to her presence on the factory premises, ceased to pay attention to her. She was searched several times, but always the day after the appearance of the leaflets in the factory. When she had no literature about her, she knew how to arouse the suspicion of the guards and spies. They would halt her, and she would pretend to feel insulted, and would remonstrate with them, and then walk off blushing, proud of her clever ruse. She began to enjoy the fun of the game.


    Vyesovshchikov was not taken back to the factory, and went to work for a lumberman. The whole day long he drove about the village with a pair of black horses pulling planks and beams after them. The mother saw him almost daily with the horses as they plodded along the road, their feet trembling under the strain and dropping heavily upon the ground. They were both old and bare-boned, their heads shook wearily and sadly, and their dull, jaded eyes blinked heavily. Behind them jerkingly trailed a long beam, or a pile of boards clattering loudly. And by their side Nikolay trudged along, holding the slackened reins in his hand, ragged, dirty, with heavy boots, his hat thrust back, uncouth as a stump just turned up from the ground. He, too, shook his head and looked down at his feet, refusing to see anything. His horses blindly ran into the people and wagons going the opposite direction. Angry oaths buzzed about him like hornets, and sinister shouts rent the air. He did not raise his head, did not answer them, but went on, whistling a sharp, shrill whistle, mumbling dully to the horses.


    Every time that Andrey’s comrades gathered at the mother’s house to read pamphlets or the new issue of the foreign papers, Nikolay came also, sat down in a corner, and listened in silence for an hour or two. When the reading was over the young people entered into long discussions; but Vyesovshchikov took no part in the arguments. He remained longer than the rest, and when alone, face to face with Andrey, he glumly put to him the question:


    “And who is the most to blame? The Czar?”


    “The one to blame is he who first said: ‘This is mine.’ That man has now been dead some several thousand years, and it’s not worth the while to bear him a grudge,” said the Little Russian, jesting. His eyes, however, had a perturbed expression.


    “And how about the rich, and those who stand up for them? Are they right?”


    The Little Russian clapped his hands to his head; then pulled his mustache, and spoke for a long time in simple language about life and about the people. But from his talk it always appeared as if all the people were to blame, and this did not satisfy Nikolay. Compressing his thick lips tightly, he shook his head in demur, and declared that he could not believe it was so, and that he did not understand it. He left dissatisfied and gloomy. Once he said:


    “No, there must be people to blame! I’m sure there are! I tell you, we must plow over the whole of life like a weedy field, showing no mercy!”


    “That’s what Isay, the record clerk, once said about us!” the mother said. For a while the two were silent.


    “Isay?”


    “Yes, he’s a bad man. He spies after everybody, fishes about everywhere for information. He has begun to frequent this street, and peers into our windows.”


    “Peers into your windows?”


    The mother was already in bed and did not see his face. But she understood that she had said too much, because the Little Russian hastened to interpose in order to conciliate Nikolay.


    “Let him peer! He has leisure. That’s his way of killing time.”


    “No hold on!” said Nikolay. “There! He is to blame!”


    “To blame for what?” the Little Russian asked brusquely. “Because he’s a fool?”


    But Vyesovshchikov did not stop to answer and walked away.


    The Little Russian began to pace up and down the room, slowly and languidly. He had taken off his boots as he always did when the mother was in bed in order not to disturb her. But she was not asleep, and when Nikolay had left she said anxiously:


    “I’m so afraid of that man. He’s just like an overheated oven. He does not warm things, but scorches them.”


    “Yes, yes!” the Little Russian drawled. “He’s an irascible boy. I wouldn’t talk to him about Isay, mother. That fellow Isay is really spying and getting paid for it, too.”


    “What’s so strange in that? His godfather is a gendarme,” observed the mother.


    “Well, Nikolay will give him a dressing. What of it?” the Little Russian continued uneasily. “See what hard feelings the rulers of our life have produced in the rank and file? When such people as Nikolay come to recognize their wrong and lose their patience, what will happen then? The sky will be sprinkled with blood, and the earth will froth and foam with it like the suds of soap water.”


    “It’s terrible, Andriusha!” the mother exclaimed in a low voice.


    “They have swallowed flies, and have to vomit them now!” said Andrey after a pause. “And after all, mother, every drop of their blood that may be shed will have been washed in seas of the people’s tears.”


    Suddenly he broke into a low laugh and added:


    “That’s true; but it’s no comfort!”


    Once on a holiday the mother, on returning home from a store, opened the door of the porch, and remained fixed to the spot, suddenly bathed in the sunshine of joy. From the room she heard the sound of Pavel’s voice.


    “There she is!” cried the Little Russian.


    The mother saw Pavel turn about quickly, and saw how his face lighted up with a feeling that held out the promise of something great to her.


    “There you are — come home!” she mumbled, staggered by the unexpectedness of the event. She sat down.


    He bent down to her with a pale face, little tears glistened brightly in the corners of his eyes, and his lips trembled. For a moment he was silent. The mother looked at him, and was silent also.


    The Little Russian, whistling softly, passed by them with bent head and walked out into the yard.


    “Thank you, mother,” said Pavel in a deep, low voice, pressing her hand with his trembling fingers. “Thank you, my dear, my own mother!”


    Rejoiced at the agitated expression of her son’s face and the touching sound of his voice, she stroked his hair and tried to restrain the palpitation of her heart. She murmured softly:


    “Christ be with you! What have I done for you? It isn’t I who have made you what you are. It’s you yourself — —”


    “Thank you for helping our great cause!” he said. “When a man can call his mother his own in spirit also — that’s rare fortune!”


    She said nothing, and greedily swallowed his words. She admired her son as he stood before her so radiant and so near.


    “I was silent, mother dear. I saw that many things in my life hurt you. I was sorry for you, and yet I could not help it. I was powerless! I thought you could never get reconciled to us, that you could never adopt our ideas as yours, but that you would suffer in silence as you had suffered all your life long. It was hard.”


    “Andriusha made me understand many things!” she declared, in her desire to turn her son’s attention to his comrade.


    “Yes, he told me about you,” said Pavel, laughing.


    “And Yegor, too! He is a countryman of mine, you know. Andriusha wanted to teach me to read, also.”


    “And you got offended, and began to study by yourself in secret.”


    “Oh, so he found me out!” she exclaimed in embarrassment. Then troubled by this abundance of joy which filled her heart she again suggested to Pavel:


    “Shan’t we call him in? He went out on purpose, so as not to disturb us. He has no mother.”


    “Andrey!” shouted Pavel, opening the door to the porch. “Where are you?”


    “Here. I want to chop some wood.”


    “Never mind! There’s time enough! Come here!”


    “All right! I’m coming!”


    But he did not come at once; and on entering the kitchen he said in a housekeeper-like fashion:


    “We must tell Nikolay to bring us wood. We have very little wood left. You see, mother, how well Pavel looks? Instead of punishing the rebels, the government only fattens them.”


    The mother laughed. Her heart was still leaping with joy. She was fairly intoxicated with happiness. But a certain, cautious, chary feeling already called forth in her the wish to see her son calm as he always was. She wanted this first joy in her life to remain fixed in her heart forever as live and strong as at first. In order to guard against the diminution of her happiness, she hastened to hide it, as a fowler secrets some rare bird that has happened to fall into his hands.


    “Let’s have dinner! Pasha, haven’t you had anything to eat yet?” she asked with anxious haste.


    “No. I learned yesterday from the warden that I was to be released, and I couldn’t eat or drink anything to-day.”


    “The first person I met here was Sizov,” Pavel communicated to Andrey. “He caught sight of me and crossed the street to greet me. I told him that he ought to be more careful now, as I was a dangerous man under the surveillance of the police. But he said: ‘Never mind!’ and you ought to have heard him inquire about his nephew! ‘Did Fedor conduct himself properly in prison?’ I wanted to know what is meant by proper behavior in prison, and he declared: ‘Well, did he blab anything he shouldn’t have against his comrades?’ And when I told him that Fedya was an honest and wise young man, he stroked his beard and declared proudly: ‘We, the Sizovs, have no trash in our family.’”


    “He’s a brainy old man!” said the Little Russian, nodding his head. “We often have talks with him. He’s a fine peasant. Will they let Fedya out soon?”


    “Yes, one of these days, I suppose. They’ll let out all, I think. They have no evidence except Isay’s, and what can he say?”


    The mother walked up and down the room, and looked at her son. Andrey stood at the window with his hands clasped behind his back, listening to Pavel’s narrative. Pavel also paced up and down the room. His beard had grown, and small ringlets of thin, dark hair curled in a dense growth around his cheeks, softening the swarthy color of his face. His dark eyes had their stern expression.


    “Sit down!” said the mother, serving a hot dish.


    At dinner Andrey told Pavel about Rybin. When he had concluded Pavel exclaimed regretfully:


    “If I had been home, I would not have let him go that way. What did he take along with him? A feeling of discontent and a muddle in his head!”


    “Well,” said Andrey, laughing, “when a man’s grown to the age of forty and has fought so long with the bears in his heart, it’s hard to make him over.”


    Pavel looked at him sternly and asked:


    “Do you think it’s impossible for enlightenment to destroy all the rubbish that’s been crammed into a man’s brains?”


    “Don’t fly up into the air at once, Pavel! Your flight will knock you up against the belfry tower and break your wings,” said the Little Russian in admonition.


    And they started one of those discussions in which words were used that were unintelligible to the mother. The dinner was already at an end, but they still continued a vehement debate, flinging at each other veritable rattling hailstones of big words. Sometimes their language was simpler:


    “We must keep straight on our path, turning neither to the right nor to the left!” Pavel asserted firmly.


    “And run headlong into millions of people who will regard us as their enemies!”


    “You can’t avoid that!”


    “And what, my dear sir, becomes of your enlightenment?”


    The mother listened to the dispute, and understood that Pavel did not care for the peasants, but that the Little Russian stood up for them, and tried to show that the peasants, too, must be taught to comprehend the good. She understood Andrey better, and he seemed to her to be in the right; but every time he spoke she waited with strained ears and bated breath for her son’s answer to find out whether the Little Russian had offended Pavel. But although they shouted at the top of their voices, they gave each other no offense.


    Occasionally the mother asked:


    “Is it so, Pavel?”


    And he answered with a smile:


    “Yes, it’s so.”


    “Say, my dear sir,” the Little Russian said with a good-natured sneer, “you have eaten well, but you have chewed your food up badly, and a piece has remained sticking in your throat. You had better gargle.”


    “Don’t go fooling now!” said Pavel.


    “I am as solemn as a funeral.”


    The mother laughed quietly and shook her head.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XV


    
      
    


    


    Spring was rapidly drawing near; the snow melted and laid bare the mud and the soot of the factory chimneys. Mud, mud! Wherever the villagers looked — mud! Every day more mud! The entire village seemed unwashed and dressed in rags and tatters. During the day the water dripped monotonously from the roofs, and damp, weary exhalations emanated from the gray walls of the houses. Toward night whitish icicles glistened everywhere in dim outline. The sun appeared in the heavens more frequently, and the brooks began to murmur hesitatingly on their way to the marsh. At noon the throbbing song of spring hopes hung tremblingly and caressingly over the village.


    They were preparing to celebrate the first of May. Leaflets appeared in the factory explaining the significance of this holiday, and even the young men not affected by the propaganda said, as they read them:


    “Yes, we must arrange a holiday!”


    Vyesovshchikov exclaimed with a sullen grin:


    “It’s time! Time we stopped playing hide and seek!”


    Fedya Mazin was in high spirits. He had grown very thin. With his nervous, jerky gestures, and the trepidation in his speech, he was like a caged lark. He was always with Yakob Somov, taciturn and serious beyond his years.


    Samoylov, who had grown still redder in prison, Vasily Gusev, curly-haired Dragunov, and a number of others argued that it was necessary to come out armed, but Pavel and the Little Russian, Somov, and others said it was not.


    Yegor always came tired, perspiring, short of breath, but always joking.


    “The work of changing the present order of things, comrades, is a great work, but in order to advance it more rapidly, I must buy myself a pair of boots!” he said, pointing to his wet, torn shoes. “My overshoes, too, are torn beyond the hope of redemption, and I get my feet wet every day. I have no intention of migrating from the earth even to the nearest planet before we have publicly and openly renounced the old order of things; and I am therefore absolutely opposed to comrade Samoylov’s motion for an armed demonstration. I amend the motion to read that I be armed with a pair of strong boots, inasmuch as I am profoundly convinced that this will be of greater service for the ultimate triumph of socialism than even a grand exhibition of fisticuffs and black eyes!”


    In the same playfully pretentious language, he told the workingmen the story of how in various foreign countries the people strove to lighten the burden of their lives. The mother loved to listen to his tales, and carried away a strange impression from them. She conceived the shrewdest enemies of the people, those who deceived them most frequently and most cruelly, as little, big-bellied, red-faced creatures, unprincipled and greedy, cunning and heartless. When life was hard for them under the domination of the czars, they would incite the common people against the ruler; and when the people arose and wrested the power from him, these little creatures got it into their own hands by deceit, and drove the people off to their holes; and if the people remonstrated, they killed them by the hundreds and thousands.


    Once she summoned up courage and told him of the picture she had formed of life from his tales, and asked him:


    “Is it so, Yegor Ivanovich?”


    He burst into a guffaw, turned up his eyes, gasped for breath, and rubbed his chest.


    “Exactly, granny! You caught the idea to a dot! Yes, yes! You’ve placed some ornaments on the canvas of history, you’ve added some flourishes, but that does not interfere with the correctness of the whole. It’s these very little, pot-bellied creatures who are the chief sinners and deceivers and the most poisonous insects that harass the human race. The Frenchmen call them ‘bourgeois.’ Remember that word, dear granny — bourgeois! Brr! How they chew us and grind us and suck the life out of us!”


    “The rich, you mean?”


    “Yes, the rich. And that’s their misfortune. You see, if you keep adding copper bit by bit to a child’s food, you prevent the growth of its bones, and he’ll be a dwarf; and if from his youth up you poison a man with gold, you deaden his soul.”


    Once, speaking about Yegor, Pavel said:


    “Do you know, Andrey, the people whose hearts are always aching are the ones who joke most?”


    The Little Russian was silent a while, and then answered, blinking his eyes:


    “No, that’s not true. If it were, then the whole of Russia would split its sides with laughter.”


    Natasha made her appearance again. She, too, had been in prison, in another city, but she had not changed. The mother noticed that in her presence the Little Russian grew more cheerful, was full of jokes, poked fun at everybody, and kept her laughing merrily. But after she had left he would whistle his endless songs sadly, and pace up and down the room for a long time, wearily dragging his feet along the floor.


    Sashenka came running in frequently, always gloomy, always in haste, and for some reason more and more angular and stiff. Once when Pavel accompanied her out onto the porch, the mother overheard their abrupt conversation.


    “Will you carry the banner?” the girl asked in a low voice.


    “Yes.”


    “Is it settled?”


    “Yes, it’s my right.”


    “To prison again?” Pavel was silent. “Is it not possible for you—” She stopped.


    “What?”


    “To give it up to somebody else?”


    “No!” he said aloud.


    “Think of it! You’re a man of such influence; you are so much liked — you and Nakhodka are the two foremost revolutionary workers here. Think how much you could accomplish for the cause of freedom! You know that for this they’ll send you off far, far, and for a long time!”


    Nilovna thought she heard in the girl’s voice the familiar sound of fear and anguish, and her words fell upon the mother’s heart like heavy, icy drops of water.


    “No, I have made up my mind. Nothing can make me give it up!”


    “Not even if I beg you — if I — —”


    Pavel suddenly began to speak rapidly with a peculiar sternness.


    “You ought not to speak that way. Why you? You ought not!”


    “I am a human being!” she said in an undertone.


    “A good human being, too!” he said also in an undertone, and in a peculiar voice, as if unable to catch his breath. “You are a dear human being to me, yes! And that’s why — why you mustn’t talk that way!”


    “Good-by!” said the girl.


    The mother heard the sound of her departing footsteps, and knew that she was walking away very fast, nay, almost running. Pavel followed her into the yard.


    A heavy oppressive fear fell like a load on the mother’s breast. She did not understand what they had been talking about, but she felt that a new misfortune was in store for her, a great and sad misfortune. And her thoughts halted at the question, “What does he want to do?” Her thoughts halted, and were driven into her brain like a nail. She stood in the kitchen by the oven, and looked through the window into the profound, starry heaven.


    Pavel walked in from the yard with Andrey, and the Little Russian said, shaking his head:


    “Oh, Isay, Isay! What’s to be done with him?”


    “We must advise him to give up his project,” said Pavel glumly.


    “Then he’ll hand over those who speak to him to the authorities,” said the Little Russian, flinging his hat away in a corner.


    “Pasha, what do you want to do?” asked the mother, drooping her head.


    “When? Now?”


    “The first of May — the first of May.”


    “Aha!” exclaimed Pavel, lowering his voice. “You heard! I am going to carry our banner. I will march with it at the head of the procession. I suppose they’ll put me in prison for it again.”


    The mother’s eyes began to burn. An unpleasant, dry feeling came into her mouth. Pavel took her hand and stroked it.


    “I must do it! Please understand me! It is my happiness!”


    “I’m not saying anything,” she answered, slowly raising her head; but when her eyes met the resolute gleam in his, she again lowered it. He released her hand, and with a sigh said reproachfully:


    “You oughtn’t to be grieved. You ought to feel rejoiced. When are we going to have mothers who will rejoice in sending their children even to death?”


    “Hopp! Hopp!” mumbled the Little Russian. “How you gallop away!”


    “Why; do I say anything to you?” the mother repeated. “I don’t interfere with you. And if I’m sorry for you — well, that’s a mother’s way.”


    Pavel drew away from her, and she heard his sharp, harsh words:


    “There is a love that interferes with a man’s very life.”


    She began to tremble, and fearing that he might deal another blow at her heart by saying something stern, she rejoined quickly:


    “Don’t, Pasha! Why should you? I understand. You can’t act otherwise, you must do it for your comrades.”


    “No!” he replied. “I am doing it for myself. For their sake I can go without carrying the banner, but I’m going to do it!”


    Andrey stationed himself in the doorway. It was too low for him, and he had to bend his knees oddly. He stood there as in a frame, one shoulder leaning against the jamb, his head and other shoulder thrust forward.


    “I wish you would stop palavering, my dear sir,” he said with a frown, fixing his protuberant eyes on Pavel’s face. He looked like a lizard in the crevice of a stone wall.


    The mother was overcome with a desire to weep, but she did not want her son to see her tears, and suddenly mumbled: “Oh, dear! — I forgot—” and walked out to the porch. There, her head in a corner, she wept noiselessly; and her copious tears weakened her, as though blood oozed from her heart along with them.


    Through the door standing ajar the hollow sound of disputing voices reached her ear.


    “Well, do you admire yourself for having tortured her?”


    “You have no right to speak like that!” shouted Pavel.


    “A fine comrade I’d be to you if I kept quiet when I see you making a fool of yourself. Why did you say all that to your mother?”


    “A man must always speak firmly and without equivocation. He must be clear and definite when he says ‘Yes.’ He must be clear and definite when he says ‘No.’”


    “To her — to her must you speak that way?”


    “To everybody! I want no love, I want no friendship which gets between my feet and holds me back.”


    “Bravo! You’re a hero! Go say all this to Sashenka. You should have said that to her.”


    “I have!”


    “You have! The way you spoke to your mother? You have not! To her you spoke softly; you spoke gently and tenderly to her. I did not hear you, but I know it! But you trot out your heroism before your mother. Of course! Your heroism is not worth a cent.”


    Vlasova began to wipe the tears from her face in haste. For fear a serious quarrel should break out between the Little Russian and Pavel, she quickly opened the door and entered the kitchen, shivering, terrified, and distressed.


    “Ugh! How cold! And it’s spring, too!”


    She aimlessly removed various things in the kitchen from one place to another, and in order to drown the subdued voices in the room, she continued in a louder voice:


    “Everything’s changed. People have grown hotter and the weather colder. At this time of the year it used to get warm; the sky would clear, and the sun would be out.”


    Silence ensued in the room. The mother stood waiting in the middle of the floor.


    “Did you hear?” came the low sound of the Little Russian’s voice. “You must understand it, the devil take it! That’s richer than yours.”


    “Will you have some tea?” the mother called with a trembling voice, and without waiting for an answer she exclaimed, in order to excuse the tremor in her voice:


    “How cold I am!”


    Pavel came up slowly to her, looking at her from the corners of his eyes, a guilty smile quivering on his lips.


    “Forgive me, mother!” he said softly. “I am still a boy, a fool.”


    “You mustn’t hurt me!” she cried in a sorrowful voice, pressing his head to her bosom. “Say nothing! God be with you. Your life is your own! But don’t wound my heart. How can a mother help sorrowing for her son? Impossible! I am sorry for all of you. You are all dear to me as my own flesh and blood; you are all such good people! And who will be sorry for you if I am not? You go and others follow you. They have all left everything behind them, Pasha, and gone into this thing. It’s just like a sacred procession.”


    A great ardent thought burned in her bosom, animating her heart with an exalted feeling of sad, tormenting joy; but she could find no words, and she waved her hands with the pang of muteness. She looked into her son’s face with eyes in which a bright, sharp pain had lit its fires.


    “Very well, mother! Forgive me. I see all now!” he muttered, lowering his head. Glancing at her with a light smile, he added, embarrassed but happy: “I will not forget this, mother, upon my word.”


    She pushed him from her, and looking into the room she said to Andrey in a good-natured tone of entreaty:


    “Andriusha, please don’t you shout at him so! Of course, you are older than he, and so you — —”


    The Little Russian was standing with his back toward her. He sang out drolly without turning around to face her:


    “Oh, oh, oh! I’ll bawl at him, be sure! And I’ll beat him some day, too.”


    She walked up slowly to him, with outstretched hand, and said:


    “My dear, dear man!”


    The Little Russian turned around, bent his head like an ox, and folding his hands behind his back walked past her into the kitchen. Thence his voice issued in a tone of mock sullenness:


    “You had better go away, Pavel, so I shan’t bite your head off! I am only joking, mother; don’t believe it! I want to prepare the samovar. What coals these are! Wet, the devil take them!”


    He became silent, and when the mother walked into the kitchen he was sitting on the floor, blowing the coals in the samovar. Without looking at her the Little Russian began again:


    “Yes, mother, don’t be afraid. I won’t touch him. You know, I’m a good-natured chap, soft as a stewed turnip. And then — you hero out there, don’t listen — I love him! But I don’t like the waistcoat he wears. You see, he has put on a new waistcoat, and he likes it very much, so he goes strutting about, and pushes everybody, crying: ‘See, see what a waistcoat I have on!’ It’s true, it’s a fine waistcoat. But what’s the use of pushing people? It’s hot enough for us without it.”


    Pavel smiled and asked:


    “How long do you mean to keep up your jabbering? You gave me one thrashing with your tongue. That’s enough!”


    Sitting on the floor, the Little Russian spread his legs around the samovar, and regarded Pavel. The mother stood at the door, and fixed a sad, affectionate gaze at Andrey’s long, bent neck and the round back of his head. He threw his body back, supporting himself with his hands on the floor, looked at the mother and at the son with his slightly reddened and blinking eyes, and said in a low, hearty voice:


    “You are good people, yes, you are!”


    Pavel bent down and grasped his hand.


    “Don’t pull my hand,” said the Little Russian gruffly. “You’ll let go and I’ll fall. Go away!”


    “Why are you so shy?” the mother said pensively. “You’d better embrace and kiss. Press hard, hard!”


    “Do you want to?” asked Pavel softly.


    “We — ell, why not?” answered the Little Russian, rising.


    Pavel dropped on his knees, and grasping each other firmly, they sank for a moment into each other’s embrace — two bodies and one soul passionately and evenly burning with a profound feeling of friendship.


    Tears ran down the mother’s face, but this time they were easy tears. Drying them she said in embarrassment:


    “A woman likes to cry. She cries when she is in sorrow; she cries when she is in joy!”


    The Little Russian pushed Pavel away, and with a light movement, also wiping his eyes with his fingers, he said:


    “Enough! When the calves have had their frolic, they must go to the shambles. What beastly coal this is! I blew and blew on it, and got some of the dust in my eyes.”


    Pavel sat at the window with bent head, and said mildly:


    “You needn’t be ashamed of such tears.”


    The mother walked up to him, and sat down beside him. Her heart was wrapped in a soft, warm, daring feeling. She felt sad, but pleasant and at ease.


    “It’s all the same!” she thought, stroking her son’s hand. “It can’t be helped; it must be so!”


    She recalled other such commonplace words, to which she had been accustomed for a long time; but they did not give adequate expression to all she had lived through that moment.


    “I’ll put the dishes on the table; you stay where you are, mother,” said the Little Russian, rising from the floor, and going into the room. “Rest a while. Your heart has been worn out with such blows!”


    And from the room his singing voice, raised to a higher pitch, was heard.


    “It’s not a nice thing to boast of, yet I must say we tasted the right life just now, real, human, loving life. It does us good.”


    “Yes,” said Pavel, looking at the mother.


    “It’s all different now,” she returned. “The sorrow is different, and the joy is different. I do not know anything, of course! I do not understand what it is I live by — and I can’t express my feelings in words!”


    “This is the way it ought to be!” said the Little Russian, returning. “Because, mark you, mother dear, a new heart is coming into existence, a new heart is growing up in life. All hearts are smitten in the conflict of interests, all are consumed with a blind greed, eaten up with envy, stricken, wounded, and dripping with filth, falsehood, and cowardice. All people are sick; they are afraid to live; they wander about as in a mist. Everyone feels only his own toothache. But lo, and behold! Here is a Man coming and illuminating life with the light of reason, and he shouts: ‘Oh, ho! you straying roaches! It’s time, high time, for you to understand that all your interests are one, that everyone has the need to live, everyone has the desire to grow!’ The Man who shouts this is alone, and therefore he cries aloud; he needs comrades, he feels dreary in his loneliness, dreary and cold. And at his call the stanch hearts unite into one great, strong heart, deep and sensitive as a silver bell not yet cast. And hark! This bell rings forth the message: ‘Men of all countries, unite into one family! Love is the mother of life, not hate!’ My brothers! I hear this message sounding through the world!”


    “And I do, too!” cried Pavel.


    The mother compressed her lips to keep them from trembling, and shut her eyes tight so as not to cry.


    “When I lie in bed at night or am out walking alone — everywhere I hear this sound, and my heart rejoices. And the earth, too — I know it — weary of injustice and sorrow, rings out like a bell, responding to the call, and trembles benignly, greeting the new sun arising in the breast of Man.”


    Pavel rose, lifted his hand, and was about to say something, but the mother took his other hand, and pulling him down whispered in his ear:


    “Don’t disturb him!”


    “Do you know?” said the Little Russian, standing in the doorway, his eyes aglow with a bright flame, “there is still much suffering in store for the people, much of their blood will yet flow, squeezed out by the hands of greed; but all that — all my suffering, all my blood, is a small price for that which is already stirring in my breast, in my mind, in the marrow of my bones! I am already rich, as a star is rich in golden rays. And I will bear all, I will suffer all, because there is within me a joy which no one, which nothing can ever stifle! In this joy there is a world of strength!”


    They drank tea and sat around the table until midnight, and conversed heart to heart and harmoniously about life, about people, and about the future.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XVI


    
      
    


    


    Whenever a thought was clear to the mother, she would find confirmation of the idea by drawing upon some of her rude, coarse experiences. She now felt as on that day when her father said to her roughly:


    “What are you making a wry face about? A fool has been found who wants to marry you. Marry him! All girls must get husbands; all women must bear children, and all children become a burden to their parents!”


    After these words she saw before her an unavoidable path running for some inexplicable reason through a dark, dreary waste. Thus it was at the present moment. In anticipation of a new approaching misfortune, she uttered speechless words, addressing some imaginary person.


    This lightened her mute pain, which reverberated in her heart like a tight chord.


    The next day, early in the morning, very soon after Pavel and Andrey had left, Korsunova knocked at the door alarmingly, and called out hastily:


    “Isay is killed! Come, quick!”


    The mother trembled; the name of the assassin flashed through her mind.


    “Who did it?” she asked curtly, throwing a shawl over her shoulders.


    “The man’s not sitting out there mourning over Isay. He knocked him down and fled!”


    On the street Marya said:


    “Now they’ll begin to rummage about again and look for the murderer. It’s a good thing your folks were at home last night. I can bear witness to that. I walked past here after midnight and glanced into the window, and saw all of you sitting around the table.”


    “What are you talking about, Marya? Why, who could dream of such a thing about them?” the mother ejaculated in fright.


    “Well, who killed him? Some one from among your people, of course!” said Korsunova, regarding the idea as a matter to be taken for granted. “Everybody knows he spied on them.”


    The mother stopped to fetch breath, and put her hand to her bosom.


    “What are you going on that way for? Don’t be afraid! Whoever it is will reap the harvest of his own rashness. Let’s go quick, or else they’ll take him away!”


    The mother walked on without asking herself why she went, and shaken by the thought of Vyesovshchikov.


    “There — he’s done it!” Her mind was held fast by the one idea.


    Not far from the factory walls, on the grounds of a building recently burned down, a crowd was gathered, tramping down the coal and stirring up ash dust. It hummed and buzzed like a swarm of bees. There were many women in the crowd, even more children, and storekeepers, tavern waiters, policemen, and the gendarme Petlin, a tall old man with a woolly, silvery beard, and decorations on his breast.


    Isay half reclined on the ground, his back resting against a burned joist, his bare head hanging over his right shoulder, his right hand in his trousers’ pocket, and the fingers of his left hand clutching the soil.


    The mother looked at Isay’s face. One eye, wide open, had its dim glance fixed upon his hat lying between his lazily outstretched legs. His mouth was half open in astonishment, his little shriveled body, with its pointed head and bony face, seemed to be resting. The mother crossed herself and heaved a sigh. He had been repulsive to her when alive, but now she felt a mild pity for him.


    “No blood!” some one remarked in an undertone. “He was evidently knocked down with a fist blow.”


    A stout woman, tugging at the gendarme’s hand, asked:


    “Maybe he is still alive?”


    “Go away!” the gendarme shouted not very loudly, withdrawing his hand.


    “The doctor was here and said it was all over,” somebody said to the woman.


    A sarcastic, malicious voice cried aloud:


    “They’ve choked up a denouncer’s mouth. Serves him right!”


    The gendarme pushed aside the women, who were crowded close about him, and asked in a threatening tone:


    “Who was that? Who made that remark?”


    The people scattered before him as he thrust them aside. A number took quickly to their heels, and some one in the crowd broke into a mocking laugh.


    The mother went home.


    “No one is sorry,” she thought. The broad figure of Nikolay stood before her like a shadow, his narrow eyes had a cold, cruel look, and he wrung his right hand as if it had been hurt.


    When Pavel and Andrey came to dinner, her first question was:


    “Well? Did they arrest anybody for Isay’s murder?”


    “We haven’t heard anything about it,” answered the Little Russian.


    She saw that they were both downhearted and sullen.


    “Nothing is said about Nikolay?” the mother questioned again in a low voice.


    Pavel fixed his stern eyes on the mother, and said distinctly:


    “No, there is no talk of him. He is not even thought of in connection with this affair. He is away. He went off on the river yesterday, and hasn’t returned yet. I inquired for him.”


    “Thank God!” said the mother with a sigh of relief. “Thank God!”


    The Little Russian looked at her, and drooped his head.


    “He lies there,” the mother recounted pensively, “and looks as though he were surprised; that’s the way his face looks. And no one pities him; no one bestows a good word on him. He is such a tiny bit of a fellow, such a wretched-looking thing, like a bit of broken china. It seems as if he had slipped on something and fallen, and there he lies!”


    At dinner Pavel suddenly dropped his spoon and exclaimed:


    “That’s what I don’t understand!”


    “What?” asked the Little Russian, who had been sitting at the table dismal and silent.


    “To kill anything living because one wants to eat, that’s ugly enough. To kill a beast — a beast of prey — that I can understand. I think I myself could kill a man who had turned into a beast preying upon mankind. But to kill such a disgusting, pitiful creature — I don’t understand how anyone could lift his hand for an act like that!”


    The Little Russian raised his shoulders and dropped them again; then said:


    “He was no less noxious than a beast.”


    “I know.”


    “We kill a mosquito for sucking just a tiny bit of our blood,” the Little Russian added in a low voice.


    “Well, yes, I am not saying anything about that. I only mean to say it’s so disgusting.”


    “What can you do?” returned Andrey with another shrug of his shoulders.


    After a long pause Pavel asked:


    “Could you kill a fellow like that?”


    The Little Russian regarded him with his round eyes, threw a glance at the mother, and said sadly, but firmly:


    “For myself, I wouldn’t touch a living thing. But for comrades, for the cause, I am capable of everything. I’d even kill. I’d kill my own son.”


    “Oh, Andriusha!” the mother exclaimed under her breath.


    He smiled and said:


    “It can’t be helped! Such is our life!”


    “Ye-es,” Pavel drawled. “Such is our life.”


    With sudden excitation, as if obeying some impulse from within, Andrey arose, waved his hands, and said:


    “How can a man help it? It so happens that we sometimes must abhor a certain person in order to hasten the time when it will be possible only to take delight in one another. You must destroy those who hinder the progress of life, who sell human beings for money in order to buy quiet or esteem for themselves. If a Judas stands in the way of honest people, lying in wait to betray them, I should be a Judas myself if I did not destroy him. It’s sinful, you say? And do they, these masters of life, do they have the right to keep soldiers and executioners, public houses and prisons, places of penal servitude, and all that vile abomination by which they hold themselves in quiet security and in comfort? If it happens sometimes that I am compelled to take their stick into my own hands, what am I to do then? Why, I am going to take it, of course. I will not decline. They kill us out by the tens and hundreds. That gives me the right to raise my hand and level it against one of the enemy, against that one of their number who comes closest to me, and makes himself more directly noxious to the work of my life than the others. This is logic; but I go against logic for once. I do not need your logic now. I know that their blood can bring no results, I know that their blood is barren, fruitless! Truth grows well only on the soil irrigated with the copious rain of our own blood, and their putrid blood goes to waste, without a trace left. I know it! But I take the sin upon myself. I’ll kill, if I see a need for it! I speak only for myself, mind you. My crime dies with me. It will not remain a blot upon the future. It will sully no one but myself — no one but myself.”


    He walked to and fro in the room, waving his hands in front of him, as if he were cutting something in the air out of his way. The mother looked at him with an expression of melancholy and alarm. She felt as though something had hit him, and that he was pained. The dangerous thoughts about murder left her. If Vyesovshchikov had not killed Isay, none of Pavel’s comrades could have done the deed. Pavel listened to the Little Russian with drooping head, and Andrey stubbornly continued in a forceful tone:


    “In your forward march it sometimes chances that you must go against your very own self. You must be able to give up everything — your heart and all. To give your life, to die for the cause — that’s simple. Give more! Give that which is dearer to you than your life! Then you will see that grow with a vigorous growth which is dearest to you — your truth!”


    He stopped in the middle of the room, his face grown pale and his eyes half closed. Raising his hand and shaking it, he began slowly in a solemn tone of assurance with faith and with strength:


    “There will come a time, I know, when people will take delight in one another, when each will be like a star to the other, and when each will listen to his fellow as to music. The free men will walk upon the earth, men great in their freedom. They will walk with open hearts, and the heart of each will be pure of envy and greed, and therefore all mankind will be without malice, and there will be nothing to divorce the heart from reason. Then life will be one great service to man! His figure will be raised to lofty heights — for to free men all heights are attainable. Then we shall live in truth and freedom and in beauty, and those will be accounted the best who will the more widely embrace the world with their hearts, and whose love of it will be the profoundest; those will be the best who will be the freest; for in them is the greatest beauty. Then will life be great, and the people will be great who live that life.”


    He ceased and straightened himself. Then swinging to and fro like the tongue of a bell, he added in a resonant voice that seemed to issue from the depths of his breast:


    “So for the sake of this life I am prepared for everything! I will tear my heart out, if necessary, and will trample it with my own feet!”


    His face quivered and stiffened with excitement, and great, heavy tears rolled down one after the other.


    Pavel raised his head and looked at him with a pale face and wide-open eyes. The mother raised herself a little over the table with a feeling that something great was growing and impending.


    “What is the matter with you, Andrey?” Pavel asked softly.


    The Little Russian shook his head, stretched himself like a violin string, and said, looking at the mother:


    “I struck Isay.”


    She rose, and quickly walked up to him, all in a tremble, and seized his hands. He tried to free his right hand, but she held it firmly in her grasp and whispered hotly:


    “My dear, my own, hush! It’s nothing — it’s nothing — nothing, Pasha! Andriushenka — oh, what a calamity! You sufferer! My darling heart!”


    “Wait, mother,” the Little Russian muttered hoarsely. “I’ll tell you how it happened.”


    “Don’t!” she whispered, looking at him with tears in her eyes. “Don’t, Andriusha! It isn’t our business. It’s God’s affair!”


    Pavel came up to him slowly, looking at his comrade with moist eyes. He was pale, and his lips trembled. With a strange smile he said softly and slowly:


    “Come, give me your hand, Andrey. I want to shake hands with you. Upon my word, I understand how hard it is for you!”


    “Wait!” said the Little Russian without looking at them, shaking his head, and tearing himself away from their grasp. When he succeeded in freeing his right hand from the mother’s, Pavel caught it, pressing it vigorously and wringing it.


    “And you mean to tell me you killed that man?” said the mother. “No, you didn’t do it! If I saw it with my own eyes I wouldn’t believe it.”


    “Stop, Andrey! Mother is right. This thing is beyond our judgment.”


    With one hand pressing Andrey’s, Pavel laid the other on his shoulder, as if wishing to stop the tremor in his tall body. The Little Russian bent his head down toward him, and said in a broken, mournful voice:


    “I didn’t want to do it, you know, Pavel. It happened when you walked ahead, and I remained behind with Ivan Gusev. Isay came from around a corner and stopped to look at us, and smiled at us. Ivan walked off home, and I went on toward the factory — Isay at my side!” Andrey stopped, heaved a deep sigh, and continued: “No one ever insulted me in such an ugly way as that dog!”


    The mother pulled the Little Russian by the hand toward the table, gave him a shove, and finally succeeded in seating him on a chair. She sat down at his side close to him, shoulder to shoulder. Pavel stood in front of them, holding Andrey’s hand in his and pressing it.


    “I understand how hard it is for you,” he said.


    “He told me that they know us all, that we are all on the gendarme’s record, and that we are going to be dragged in before the first of May. I didn’t answer, I laughed, but my blood boiled. He began to tell me that I was a clever fellow, and that I oughtn’t to go on the way I was going, but that I should rather — —”


    The Little Russian stopped, wiped his face with his right hand, shook his head, and a dry gleam flashed in his eyes.


    “I understand!” said Pavel.


    “Yes,” he said, “I should rather enter the service of the law.” The Little Russian waved his hand, and swung his clenched fist. “The law! — curse his soul!” he hissed between his teeth. “It would have been better if he had struck me in the face. It would have been easier for me, and better for him, perhaps, too! But when he spit his dirty thought into my heart that way, I could not bear it.”


    Andrey pulled his hand convulsively from Pavel’s, and said more hoarsely with disgust in his face:


    “I dealt him a back-hand blow like that, downward and aslant, and walked away. I didn’t even stop to look at him; I heard him fall. He dropped and was silent. I didn’t dream of anything serious. I walked on peacefully, just as if I had done no more than kick a frog with my foot. And then — what’s all this? I started to work, and I heard them shouting: ‘Isay is killed!’ I didn’t even believe it, but my hand grew numb — and I felt awkward in working with it. It didn’t hurt me, but it seemed to have grown shorter.”


    He looked at his hand obliquely and said:


    “All my life, I suppose, I won’t be able to wash off that dirty stain from it.”


    “If only your heart is pure, my dear boy!” the mother said softly, bursting into tears.


    “I don’t regard myself as guilty; no, I don’t!” said the Little Russian firmly. “But it’s disgust. It disgusts me to carry such dirt inside of me. I had no need of it. It wasn’t called for.”


    “What do you think of doing?” asked Pavel, giving him a suspicious look.


    “What am I going to do?” the Little Russian repeated thoughtfully, drooping his head. Then raising it again he said with a smile: “I am not afraid, of course, to say that it was I who struck him. But I am ashamed to say it. I am ashamed to go to prison, and even to hard labor, maybe, for such a — nothing. If some one else is accused, then I’ll go and confess. But otherwise, go all of my own accord — I cannot!”


    He waved his hands, rose, and repeated:


    “I cannot! I am ashamed!”


    The whistle blew. The Little Russian, bending his head to one side, listened to the powerful roar, and shaking himself, said:


    “I am not going to work.”


    “Nor I,” said Pavel.


    “I’ll go to the bath house,” said the Little Russian, smiling. He got ready in silence and walked off, sullen and low-spirited.


    The mother followed him with a compassionate look.


    “Say what you please, Pasha, I cannot believe him! And even if I did believe him, I wouldn’t lay any blame on him. No, I would not. I know it’s sinful to kill a man; I believe in God and in the Lord Jesus Christ, but still I don’t think Andrey guilty. I’m sorry for Isay. He’s such a tiny bit of a manikin. He lies there in astonishment. When I looked at him I remembered how he threatened to have you hanged. And yet I neither felt hatred toward him nor joy because he was dead. I simply felt sorry. But now that I know by whose hand he fell I am not even sorry for him.”


    She suddenly became silent, reflected a while, and with a smile of surprise, exclaimed:


    “Lord Jesus Christ! Do you hear what I am saying, Pasha?”


    Pavel apparently had not heard her. Slowly pacing up and down the room with drooping head, he said pensively and with exasperation:


    “Andrey won’t forgive himself soon, if he’ll forgive himself at all! There is life for you, mother. You see the position in which people are placed toward one another. You don’t want to, but you must strike! And strike whom? Such a helpless being. He is more wretched even than you because he is stupid. The police, the gendarmes, the soldiers, the spies — they are all our enemies, and yet they are all such people as we are. Their blood is sucked out of them just as ours is, and they are no more regarded as human beings than we are. That’s the way it is. But they have set one part of the people against the other, blinded them with fear, bound them all hand and foot, squeezed them, and drained their blood, and used some as clubs against the others. They’ve turned men into weapons, into sticks and stones, and called it civilization, government.”


    He walked up to his mother and said to her firmly:


    “That’s crime, mother! The heinous crime of killing millions of people, the murder of millions of souls! You understand — they kill the soul! You see the difference between them and us. He killed a man unwittingly. He feels disgusted, ashamed, sick — the main thing is he feels disgusted! But they kill off thousands calmly, without a qualm, without pity, without a shudder of the heart. They kill with pleasure and with delight. And why? They stifle everybody and everything to death merely to keep the timber of their houses secure, their furniture, their silver, their gold, their worthless papers — all that cheap trash which gives them control over the people. Think, it’s not for their own selves, for their persons, that they protect themselves thus, using murder and the mutilation of souls as a means — it’s not for themselves they do it, but for the sake of their possessions. They do not guard themselves from within, but from without.”


    He bent over to her, took her hands, and shaking them said:


    “If you felt the abomination of it all, the disgrace and rottenness, you would understand our truth; you would then perceive how great it is, how glorious!”


    The mother arose agitated, full of a desire to sink her heart into the heart of her son, and to join them in one burning, flaming torch.


    “Wait, Pasha, wait!” she muttered, panting for breath. “I am a human being. I feel. Wait.”


    There was a loud noise of some one entering the porch. Both of them started and looked at each other.


    “If it’s the police coming for Andrey—” Pavel whispered.


    “I know nothing — nothing!” the mother whispered back. “Oh, God!”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XVII


    
      
    


    


    The door opened slowly, and bending to pass through, Rybin strode in heavily.


    “Here I am!” he said, raising his head and smiling.


    He wore a short fur overcoat, all stained with tar, a pair of dark mittens stuck from his belt, and his head was covered with a shaggy fur cap.


    “Are you well? Have they let you out of prison, Pavel? So, how are you, Nilovna?”


    “Why, you? How glad I am to see you!”


    Slowly removing his overclothes, Rybin said:


    “Yes, I’ve turned muzhik again. You’re gradually turning gentlemen, and I am turning the other way. That’s it!”


    Pulling his ticking shirt straight, he passed through the room, examined it attentively, and remarked:


    “You can see your property has not increased, but you’ve grown richer in books. So! That’s the dearest possession, books are, it’s true. Well, tell me how things are going with you.”


    “Things are going forward,” said Pavel.


    “Yes,” said Rybin.


    “We plow and we sow,

    All high and low,

    Boasting is cheap,

    But the harvest we reap,

    A feast we’ll make,

    And a rest we’ll take.”


    
      
    


    “Will you have some tea?” asked the mother.


    “Yes, I’ll have some tea, and I’ll take a sip of vodka, too; and if you’ll give me something to eat, I won’t decline it, either. I am glad to see you — that’s what!”


    “How’s the world wagging with you, Mikhaïl Ivanych?” Pavel inquired, taking a seat opposite Rybin.


    “So, so. Fairly well. I settled at Edilgeyev. Have you ever heard of Edilgeyev? It’s a fine village. There are two fairs a year there; over two thousand inhabitants. The people are an evil pack. There’s no land. It’s leased out in lots. Poor soil!”


    “Do you talk to them?” asked Pavel, becoming animated.


    “I don’t keep mum. You know I have all your leaflets with me. I grabbed them away from here — thirty-four of them. But I carry on my propaganda chiefly with the Bible. You can get something out of it. It’s a thick book. It’s a government book. It’s published by the Holy Synod. It’s easy to believe!” He gave Pavel a wink, and continued with a laugh: “But that’s not enough! I have come here to you to get books. Yefim is here, too. We are transporting tar; and so we turned aside to stop at your house. You stock me up with books before Yefim comes. He doesn’t have to know too much!”


    “Mother,” said Pavel, “go get some books! They’ll know what to give you. Tell them it’s for the country.”


    “All right. The samovar will be ready in a moment, and then I’ll go.”


    “You have gone into this movement, too, Nilovna?” asked Rybin with a smile. “Very well. We have lots of eager candidates for books. There’s a teacher there who creates a desire for them. He’s a fine fellow, they say, although he belongs to the clergy. We have a woman teacher, too, about seven versts from the village. But they don’t work with illegal books; they’re a ‘law and order’ crowd out there; they’re afraid. But I want forbidden books — sharp, pointed books. I’ll slip them through their fingers. When the police commissioners or the priest see that they are illegal books, they’ll think it’s the teachers who circulate them. And in the meantime I’ll remain in the background.”


    Well content with his hard, practical sense, he grinned merrily.


    “Hm!” thought the mother. “He looks like a bear and behaves like a fox.”


    Pavel rose, and pacing up and down the room with even steps, said reproachfully:


    “We’ll let you have the books, but what you want to do is not right, Mikhaïl Ivanovich.”


    “Why is it not right?” asked Rybin, opening his eyes in astonishment.


    “You yourself ought to answer for what you do. It is not right to manage matters so that others should suffer for what you do.” Pavel spoke sternly.


    Rybin looked at the floor, shook his head, and said:


    “I don’t understand you.”


    “If the teachers are suspected,” said Pavel, stationing himself in front of Rybin, “of distributing illegal books, don’t you think they’ll be put in jail for it?”


    “Yes. Well, what if they are?”


    “But it’s you who distribute the books, not they. Then it’s you that ought to go to prison.”


    “What a strange fellow you are!” said Rybin with a smile, striking his hand on his knee. “Who would suspect me, a muzhik, of occupying myself with such matters? Why, does such a thing happen? Books are affairs of the masters, and it’s for them to answer for them.”


    The mother felt that Pavel did not understand Rybin, and she saw that he was screwing up his eyes — a sign of anger. So she interjected in a cautious, soft voice:


    “Mikhaïl Ivanovich wants to fix it so that he should be able to go on with his work, and that others should take the punishment for it.”


    “That’s it!” said Rybin, stroking his beard.


    “Mother,” Pavel asked dryly, “suppose some of our people, Andrey, for example, did something behind my back, and I were put in prison for it, what would you say to that?”


    The mother started, looked at her son in perplexity, and said, shaking her head in negation:


    “Why, is it possible to act that way toward a comrade?”


    “Aha! Yes!” Rybin drawled. “I understand you, Pavel.” And with a comical wink toward the mother, he added: “This is a delicate matter, mother.” And again turning to Pavel he held forth in a didactic manner: “Your ideas on this subject are very green, brother. In secret work there is no honor. Think! In the first place, they’ll put those persons in prison on whom they find the books, and not the teachers. That’s number one! Secondly, even though the teachers give the people only legal books to read, you know that they contain prohibited things just the same as in the forbidden books; only they are put in a different language. The truths are fewer. That’s number two. I mean to say, they want the same thing that I do; only they proceed by side paths, while I travel on the broad highway. And thirdly, brother, what business have I with them? How can a traveler on foot strike up friendship with a man on horseback? Toward a muzhik, maybe, I wouldn’t want to act that way. But these people, one a clergyman, the other the daughter of a land proprietor, why they want to uplift the people, I cannot understand. Their ideas, the ideas of the masters, are unintelligible to me, a muzhik. What I do myself, I know, but what they are after I cannot tell. For thousands of years they have punctiliously and consistently pursued the business of being masters, and have fleeced and flayed the skins of the muzhiks; and all of a sudden they wake up and want to open the muzhik’s eyes. I am not a man for fairy tales, brother, and that’s in the nature of a fairy tale. That’s why I can’t get interested in them. The ways of the masters are strange to me. You travel in winter, and you see some living creature in front of you. But what it is — a wolf, a fox, or just a plain dog — you don’t know.”


    The mother glanced at her son. His face wore a gloomy expression.


    Rybin’s eyes sparkled with a dark gleam. He looked at Pavel, combing down his beard with his fingers. His air was at once complacent and excited.


    “I have no time to flirt,” he said. “Life is a stern matter. We live in dog houses, not in sheep pens, and every pack barks after its own fashion.”


    “There are some masters,” said the mother, recalling certain familiar faces, “who die for the people, and let themselves be tortured all their lives in prison.”


    “Their calculations are different, and their deserts are different,” said Rybin. “The muzhik grown rich turns into a gentleman, and the gentleman grown poor goes to the muzhik. Willy-nilly, he must have a pure soul, if his purse is empty. Do you remember, Pavel, you explained to me that as a man lives, so he also thinks, and that if the workingman says ‘Yes,’ the master must say ‘No,’ and if the workingman says ‘No,’ the master, because of the nature of the beast, is bound to cry ‘Yes.’ So you see, their natures are different one from the other. The muzhik has his nature, and the gentleman has his. When the peasant has a full stomach, the gentleman passes sleepless nights. Of course, every fold has its black sheep, and I have no desire to defend the peasants wholesale.”


    Rybin rose to his feet somber and powerful. His face darkened, his beard quivered as if he ground his teeth inaudibly, and he continued in a lowered voice:


    “For five years I beat about from factory to factory, and got unaccustomed to the village. Then I went to the village again, looked around, and I found I could not live like that any more! You understand? I can’t. You live here, you don’t know hunger, you don’t see such outrages. There hunger stalks after a man all his life like a shadow, and he has no hope for bread — no hope! Hunger destroys the soul of the people; the very image of man is effaced from their countenances. They do not live, they rot in dire unavoidable want. And around them the government authorities watch like ravens to see if a crumb is not left over. And if they do find a crumb, they snatch that away, too, and give you a punch in the face besides.”


    Rybin looked around, bent down to Pavel, his hand resting on the table:


    “I even got sick and faint when I saw that life again. I looked around me — but I couldn’t! However, I conquered my repulsion. ‘Fiddlesticks!’ I said. ‘I won’t let my feelings get the better of me. I’ll stay here. I won’t get your bread for you; but I’ll cook you a pretty mess, I will.’ I carry within me the wrongs of my people and hatred of the oppressor. I feel these wrongs like a knife constantly cutting at my heart.”


    Perspiration broke out on his forehead; he shrugged his shoulders and slowly bent toward Pavel, laying a tremulous hand on his shoulder:


    “Give me your help! Let me have books — such books that when a man has read them he will not be able to rest. Put a prickly hedgehog to his brains. Tell those city folks who write for you to write for the villagers also. Let them write such hot truth that it will scald the village, that the people will even rush to their death.”


    He raised his hand, and laying emphasis on each word, he said hoarsely:


    “Let death make amends for death. That is, die so that the people should arise to life again. And let thousands die in order that hosts of people all over the earth may arise to life again. That’s it! It’s easy to die — but let the people rise to life again! That’s a different thing! Let them rise up in rebellion!”


    The mother brought in the samovar, looking askance at Rybin. His strong, heavy words oppressed her. Something in him reminded her of her husband. He, too, showed his teeth, waved his hands, and rolled up his sleeves; in him, too, there was that impatient wrath, impatient but dumb. Rybin was not dumb; he was not silent; he spoke, and therefore was less terrible.


    “That’s necessary,” said Pavel, nodding his head. “We need a newspaper for the villages, too. Give us material, and we’ll print you a newspaper.”


    The mother looked at her son with a smile, and shook her head. She had quietly put on her wraps and now went out of the house.


    “Yes, do it. We’ll give you everything. Write as simply as possible, so that even calves could understand,” Rybin cried. Then, suddenly stepping back from Pavel, he said, as he shook his head:


    “Ah, me, if I were a Jew! The Jew, my dear boy, is the most believing man in the world! Isaiah, the prophet, or Job, the patient, believed more strongly than Christ’s apostles. They could say words to make a man’s hair stand on end. But the apostles, you see, Pavel, couldn’t. The prophets believed not in the church, but in themselves; they had their God in themselves. The apostles — they built churches; and the church is law. Man must believe in himself, not in law. Man carries the truth of God in his soul; he is not a police captain on earth, nor a slave! All the laws are in myself.”


    The kitchen door opened, and somebody walked in.


    “It’s Yefim,” said Rybin, looking into the kitchen. “Come here, Yefim. As for you, Pavel, think! Think a whole lot. There is a great deal to think about. This is Yefim. And this man’s name is Pavel. I told you about him.”


    A light-haired, broad-faced young fellow in a short fur overcoat, well built and evidently strong, stood before Pavel, holding his cap in both hands and looking at him from the corners of his gray eyes.


    “How do you do?” he said hoarsely, as he shook hands with Pavel, and stroked his curly hair with both hands. He looked around the room, immediately spied the bookshelf, and walked over to it slowly.


    “Went straight to them!” Rybin said, winking to Pavel.


    Yefim started to examine the books, and said:


    “A whole lot of reading here! But I suppose you haven’t much time for it. Down in the village they have more time for reading.”


    “But less desire?” Pavel asked.


    “Why? They have the desire, too,” answered the fellow, rubbing his chin. “The times are so now that if you don’t think, you might as well lie down and die. But the people don’t want to die; and so they’ve begun to make their brains work. ‘Geology’ — what’s that?”


    Pavel explained.


    “We don’t need it!” Yefim said, replacing the book on the shelf.


    Rybin sighed noisily, and said:


    “The peasant is not so much interested to know where the land came from as where it’s gone to, how it’s been snatched from underneath his feet by the gentry. It doesn’t matter to him whether it’s fixed or whether it revolves — that’s of no importance — you can hang it on a rope, if you want to, provided it feeds him; you can nail it to the skies, provided it gives him enough to eat.”


    “‘The History of Slavery,’” Yefim read out again, and asked Pavel: “Is it about us?”


    “Here’s an account of Russian serfdom, too,” said Pavel, giving him another book. Yefim took it, turned it in his hands, and putting it aside, said calmly:


    “That’s out of date.”


    “Have you an apportionment of land for yourself?” inquired Pavel.


    “We? Yes, we have. We are three brothers, and our portion is about ten acres and a half — all sand — good for polishing brass, but poor for making bread.” After a pause he continued: “I’ve freed myself from the soil. What’s the use? It does not feed; it ties one’s hands. This is the fourth year that I’m working as a hired man. I’ve got to become a soldier this fall. Uncle Mikhaïl says: ‘Don’t go. Now,’ he says, ‘the soldiers are being sent to beat the people.’ However, I think I’ll go. The army existed at the time of Stepan Timofeyevich Razin and Pugachev. The time has come to make an end of it. Don’t you think so?” he asked, looking firmly at Pavel.


    “Yes, the time has come.” The answer was accompanied by a smile. “But it’s hard. You must know what to say to soldiers, and how to say it.”


    “We’ll learn; we’ll know how,” Yefim said.


    “And if the superiors catch you at it, they may shoot you down,” Pavel concluded, looking curiously at Yefim.


    “They will show no mercy,” the peasant assented calmly, and resumed his examination of the books.


    “Drink your tea, Yefim; we’ve got to leave soon,” said Rybin.


    “Directly.” And Yefim asked again: “Revolution is an uprising, isn’t it?”


    Andrey came, red, perspiring, and dejected. He shook Yefim’s hand without saying anything, sat down by Rybin’s side, and smiled as he looked at him.


    “What’s the trouble? Why so blue?” Rybin asked, tapping his knee.


    “Nothing.”


    “Are you a workingman, too?” asked Yefim, nodding his head toward the Little Russian.


    “Yes,” Andrey answered. “Why?”


    “This is the first time he’s seen factory workmen,” explained Rybin. “He says they’re different from others.”


    “How so?” Pavel asked.


    Yefim looked carefully at Andrey and said:


    “You have sharp bones; peasants’ bones are rounder.”


    “The peasant stands more firmly on his feet,” Rybin supplemented. “He feels the ground under him although he does not possess it. Yet he feels the earth. But the factory workingman is something like a bird. He has no home. To-day he’s here, to-morrow there. Even his wife can’t attach him to the same spot. At the least provocation — farewell, my dear! and off he goes to look for something better. But the peasant wants to improve himself just where he is without moving off the spot. There’s your mother!” And Rybin went out into the kitchen.


    Yefim approached Pavel, and with embarrassment asked:


    “Perhaps you will give me a book?”


    “Certainly.”


    The peasant’s eyes flashed, and he said rapidly:


    “I’ll return it. Some of our folks bring tar not far from here. They will return it for me. Thank you! Nowadays a book is like a candle in the night to us.”


    Rybin, already dressed and tightly girt, came in and said to Yefim:


    “Come, it’s time for us to go.”


    “Now, I have something to read!” exclaimed Yefim, pointing to the book and smiling inwardly. When he had gone, Pavel animatedly said, turning to Andrey:


    “Did you notice those fellows?”


    “Y-yes!” slowly uttered the Little Russian. “Like clouds in the sunset — thick, dark clouds, moving slowly.”


    “Mikhaïl!” exclaimed the mother. “He looks as if he had never been in a factory! A peasant again. And how formidable he looks!”


    “I’m sorry you weren’t here,” said Pavel to Andrey, who was sitting at the table, staring gloomily into his glass of tea. “You could have seen the play of hearts. You always talk about the heart. Rybin got up a lot of steam; he upset me, crushed me. I couldn’t even reply to him. How distrustful he is of people, and how cheaply he values them! Mother is right. That man has a formidable power in him.”


    “I noticed it,” the Little Russian replied glumly. “They have poisoned people. When the peasants rise up, they’ll overturn absolutely everything! They need bare land, and they will lay it bare, tear down everything.” He spoke slowly, and it was evident that his mind was on something else. The mother cautiously tapped him on the shoulder.


    “Pull yourself together, Andriusha.”


    “Wait a little, my dear mother, my own!” he begged softly and kindly. “All this is so ugly — although I didn’t mean to do any harm. Wait!” And suddenly rousing himself, he said, striking the table with his hand: “Yes, Pavel, the peasant will lay the land bare for himself when he rises to his feet. He will burn everything up, as if after a plague, so that all traces of his wrongs will vanish in ashes.”


    “And then he will get in our way,” Pavel observed softly.


    “It’s our business to prevent that. We are nearer to him; he trusts us; he will follow us.”


    “Do you know, Rybin proposes that we should publish a newspaper for the village?”


    “We must do it, too. As soon as possible.”


    Pavel laughed and said:


    “I feel bad I didn’t argue with him.”


    “We’ll have a chance to argue with him still,” the Little Russian rejoined. “You keep on playing your flute; whoever has gay feet, if they haven’t grown into the ground, will dance to your tune. Rybin would probably have said that we don’t feel the ground under us, and need not, either. Therefore it’s our business to shake it. Shake it once, and the people will be loosened from it; shake it once more, and they’ll tear themselves away.”


    The mother smiled.


    “Everything seems to be simple to you, Andriusha.”


    “Yes, yes, it’s simple,” said the Little Russian, and added gloomily: “Like life.” A few minutes later he said: “I’ll go take a walk in the field.”


    “After the bath? The wind will blow through you,” the mother warned.


    “Well, I need a good airing.”


    “Look out, you’ll catch a cold,” Pavel said affectionately. “You’d better lie down and try to sleep.”


    “No, I’m going.” He put on his wraps, and went out without speaking.


    “It’s hard for him,” the mother sighed.


    “You know what?” Pavel observed to her. “It’s very good that you started to say ‘thou’ to him after that.”


    She looked at him in astonishment, and after reflecting a moment, said:


    “Um, I didn’t even notice how it came. It came all of itself. He has grown so near to me. I can’t tell you in words just how I feel. Oh, such a misfortune!”


    “You have a good heart, mamma,” Pavel said softly.


    “I’m very glad if I have. If I could only help you in some way, all of you. If I only could!”


    “Don’t fear, you will.”


    She laughed softly:


    “I can’t help fearing; that’s exactly what I can’t help. But thank you for the good word, my dear son.”


    “All right, mother; don’t let’s talk about it any more. Know that I love you; and I thank you most heartily.”


    She walked into the kitchen in order not to annoy him with her tears.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XVIII


    
      
    


    


    Several days later Vyesovshchikov came in, as shabby, untidy, and disgruntled as ever.


    “Haven’t you heard who killed Isay?” He stopped in his clumsy pacing of the room to turn to Pavel.


    “No!” Pavel answered briefly.


    “There you got a man who wasn’t squeamish about the job! And I’d always been preparing to do it myself. It was my job — just the thing for me!”


    “Don’t talk nonsense, Nikolay,” Pavel said in a friendly manner.


    “Now, really, what’s the matter with you?” interposed the mother kindly. “You have a soft heart, and yet you keep barking like a vicious dog. What do you go on that way for?”


    At this moment she was actually pleased to see Nikolay. Even his pockmarked face looked more agreeable to her. She pitied him as never before.


    “Well, I’m not fit for anything but jobs like that!” said Nikolay dully, shrugging his shoulders. “I keep thinking, and thinking where my place in the world is. There is no place for me! The people require to be spoken to, and I cannot. I see everything; I feel all the people’s wrongs; but I cannot express myself: I have a dumb soul.” He went over to Pavel with drooping head; and scraping his fingers on the table, he said plaintively, and so unlike himself, childishly, sadly: “Give me some hard work to do, comrade. I can’t live this life any longer. It’s so senseless, so useless. You are all working in the movement, and I see that it is growing, and I’m outside of it all. I haul boards and beams. Is it possible to live for the sake of hauling timber? Give me some hard work.”


    Pavel clasped his hand, pulling him toward himself.


    “We will!”


    From behind the curtains resounded the Little Russian’s voice:


    “Nikolay, I’ll teach you typesetting, and you’ll work as a compositor for us. Yes?”


    Nikolay went over to him and said:


    “If you’ll teach me that, I’ll give you my knife.”


    “To the devil with your knife!” exclaimed the Little Russian and burst out laughing.


    “It’s a good knife,” Nikolay insisted. Pavel laughed, too.


    Vyesovshchikov stopped in the middle of the room and asked:


    “Are you laughing at me?”


    “Of course,” replied the Little Russian, jumping out of bed. “I’ll tell you what! Let’s take a walk in the fields! The night is fine; there’s bright moonshine. Let’s go!”


    “All right,” said Pavel.


    “And I’ll go with you, too!” declared Nikolay. “I like to hear you laugh, Little Russian.”


    “And I like to hear you promise presents,” answered the Little Russian, smiling.


    While Andrey was dressing in the kitchen, the mother scolded him:


    “Dress warmer! You’ll get sick.” And when they all had left, she watched them through the window; then looked at the ikon, and said softly: “God help them!”


    She turned off the lamp and began to pray alone in the moonlit room.


    


    The days flew by in such rapid succession that the mother could not give much thought to the first of May. Only at night, when, exhausted by the noise and the exciting bustle of the day, she went to bed, tired and worn out, her heart would begin to ache.


    “Oh, dear, if it would only be over soon!”


    At dawn, when the factory whistle blew, the son and the Little Russian, after hastily drinking tea and snatching a bite, would go, leaving a dozen or so small commissions for the mother. The whole day long she would move around like a squirrel in a wheel, cook dinner, and boil lilac-colored gelatin and glue for the proclamations. Some people would come, leave notes with her to deliver to Pavel, and disappear, infecting her with their excitement.


    The leaflets appealing to the working people to celebrate the first of May flooded the village and the factory. Every night they were posted on the fences, even on the doors of the police station; and every day they were found in the factory. In the mornings the police would go around, swearing, tearing down and scraping off the lilac-covered bills from the fences. At noon, however, these bills would fly over the streets again, rolling to the feet of the passers-by. Spies were sent from the city to stand at the street corners and carefully scan the working people on their gay passages from and to the factory at dinner time. Everybody was pleased to see the impotence of the police, and even the elder workingmen would smile at one another:


    “Things are happening, aren’t they?”


    All over, people would cluster into groups hotly discussing the stirring appeals. Life was at boiling point. This spring it held more of interest to everybody, it brought forth something new to all; for some it was a good excuse to excite themselves — they could pour out their malicious oaths on the agitators; to others, it brought perplexed anxiety as well as hope; to others again, the minority, an acute delight in the consciousness of being the power that set the village astir.


    Pavel and Andrey scarcely ever went to bed. They came home just before the morning whistle sounded, tired, hoarse, and pale. The mother knew that they held meetings in the woods and the marsh; that squads of mounted police galloped around the village, that spies were crawling all over, holding up and searching single workingmen, dispersing groups, and sometimes making an arrest. She understood that her son and Andrey might be arrested any night. Sometimes she thought that this would be the best thing for them.


    Strangely enough, the investigation of the murder of Isay, the record clerk, suddenly ceased. For two days the local police questioned the people in regard to the matter, examining about ten men or so, and finally lost interest in the affair.


    Marya Korsunova, in a chat with the mother, reflected the opinion of the police, with whom she associated as amicably as with everybody:


    “How is it possible to find the guilty man? That morning some hundred people met Isay, and ninety of them, if not more, might have given him the blow. During these eight years he has galled everybody.”


    The Little Russian changed considerably. His face became hollow-cheeked; his eyelids got heavy and drooped over his round eyes, half covering them. His smiles were wrung from him unwillingly, and two thin wrinkles were drawn from his nostrils to the corners of his lips. He talked less about everyday matters; on the other hand, he was more frequently enkindled with a passionate fire; and he intoxicated his listeners with his ecstatic words about the future, about the bright, beautiful holiday, when they would celebrate the triumph of freedom and reason. Listening to his words, the mother felt that he had gone further than anybody else toward the great, glorious day, and that he saw the joys of that future more vividly than the rest. When the investigations of Isay’s murder ceased, he said in disgust and smiling sadly:


    “It’s not only the people they treat like trash, but even the very men whom they set on the people like dogs. They have no concern for their faithful Judases, they care only for their shekels — only for them.” And after a sullen silence, he added: “And I pity that man the more I think of him. I didn’t intend to kill him — didn’t want to!”


    “Enough, Andrey,” said Pavel severely.


    “You happened to knock against something rotten, and it fell to pieces,” added the mother in a low voice.


    “You’re right — but that’s no consolation.”


    He often spoke in this way. In his mouth the words assumed a peculiar, universal significance, bitter and corrosive.


    At last, it was the first of May! The whistle shrilled as usual, powerful and peremptory. The mother, who hadn’t slept a minute during the night, jumped out of bed, made a fire in the samovar, which had been prepared the evening before, and was about, as always, to knock at the door of her son’s and Andrey’s room, when, with a wave of her hand she recollected the day, and went to seat herself at the window, leaning her cheek on her hand.


    Clusters of light clouds, white and rosy, sailed swiftly across the pale blue sky, like huge birds frightened by the piercing shriek of the escaping steam. The mother watched the clouds, absorbed in herself. Her head was heavy, her eyes dry and inflamed from the sleepless night. A strange calm possessed her breast, her heart was beating evenly, and her mind dwelt on only common, everyday things.


    “I prepared the samovar too early; it will boil away. Let them sleep longer to-day; they’ve worn themselves out, both of them.”


    A cheerful ray of sun looked into the room. She held her hand out to it, and with the other gently patted the bright young beam, smiling kindly and thoughtfully. Then she rose, removed the pipe from the samovar, trying not to make a noise, washed herself, and began to pray, crossing herself piously, and noiselessly moving her lips. Her face was radiant, and her right eyebrow kept rising gradually and suddenly dropping.


    The second whistle blew more softly with less assurance, a tremor in its thick and mellow sound. It seemed to the mother that the whistle lasted longer to-day than ever. The clear, musical voice of the Little Russian sounded in the room:


    “Pavel, do you hear? They’re calling.”


    The mother heard the patter of bare feet on the floor and some one yawn with gusto.


    “The samovar is ready,” she cried.


    “We’re getting up,” Pavel answered merrily.


    “The sun is rising,” said the Little Russian. “The clouds are racing; they’re out of place to-day.” He went into the kitchen all disheveled but jolly after his sleep. “Good morning, mother dear; how did you sleep?”


    The mother went to him and whispered:


    “Andriusha, keep close to him.”


    “Certainly. As long as it depends on us, we’ll always stick to each other, you may be sure.”


    “What’s that whispering about?” Pavel asked.


    “Nothing. She told me to wash myself better, so the girls will look at me,” replied the Little Russian, going out on the porch to wash himself.


    “‘Rise up, awake, you workingmen,’” Pavel sang softly.


    As the day grew, the clouds dispersed, chased by the wind. The mother got the dishes ready for the tea, shaking her head over the thought of how strange it was for both of them to be joking and smiling all the time on this morning, when who knew what would befall them in the afternoon. Yet, curiously enough, she felt herself calm, almost happy.


    They sat a long time over the tea to while away the hours of expectation. Pavel, as was his wont, slowly and scrupulously mixed the sugar in the glass with his spoon, and accurately salted his favorite crust from the end of the loaf. The Little Russian moved his feet under the table — he never could at once settle his feet comfortably — and looked at the rays of sunlight playing on the wall and ceiling.


    “When I was a youngster of ten years,” he recounted, “I wanted to catch the sun in a glass. So I took the glass, stole to the wall, and bang! I cut my hand and got a licking to boot. After the licking I went out in the yard and saw the sun in a puddle. So I started to trample the mud with my feet. I covered myself with mud, and got another drubbing. What was I to do? I screamed to the sun: ‘It doesn’t hurt me, you red devil; it doesn’t hurt me!’ and stuck out my tongue at him. And I felt comforted.”


    “Why did the sun seem red to you?” Pavel asked, laughing.


    “There was a blacksmith opposite our house, with fine red cheeks, and a huge red beard. I thought the sun resembled him.”


    The mother lost patience and said:


    “You’d better talk about your arrangements for the procession.”


    “Everything’s been arranged,” said Pavel.


    “No use talking of things once decided upon. It only confuses the mind,” the Little Russian added. “If we are all arrested, Nikolay Ivanovich will come and tell you what to do. He will help you in every way.”


    “All right,” said the mother with a heavy sigh.


    “Let’s go out,” said Pavel dreamily.


    “No, rather stay indoors,” replied Andrey. “No need to annoy the eyes of the police so often. They know you well enough.”


    Fedya Mazin came running in, all aglow, with red spots on his cheeks, quivering with youthful joy. His animation dispelled the tedium of expectation for them.


    “It’s begun!” he reported. “The people are all out on the street, their faces sharp as the edge of an ax. Vyesovshchikov, the Gusevs, and Samoylov have been standing at the factory gates all the time, and have been making speeches. Most of the people went back from the factory, and returned home. Let’s go! It’s just time! It’s ten o’clock already.”


    “I’m going!” said Pavel decidedly.


    “You’ll see,” Fedya assured them, “the whole factory will rise up after dinner.”


    And he hurried away, followed by the quiet words of the mother:


    “Burning like a wax candle in the wind.”


    She rose and went into the kitchen to dress.


    “Where are you going, mother?”


    “With you,” she said.


    Andrey looked at Pavel pulling his mustache. Pavel arranged his hair with a quick gesture, and went to his mother.


    “Mother, I will not tell you anything; and don’t you tell me anything, either. Right, mother?”


    “All right, all right! God bless you!” she murmured.


    When she went out and heard the holiday hum of the people’s voices — an anxious and expectant hum — when she saw everywhere, at the gates and windows, crowds of people staring at Andrey and her son, a blur quivered before her eyes, changes from a transparent green to a muddy gray.


    People greeted them — there was something peculiar in their greetings. She caught whispered, broken remarks:


    “Here they are, the leaders!”


    “We don’t know who the leaders are!”


    “Why, I didn’t say anything wrong.”


    At another place some one in a yard shouted excitedly:


    “The police will get them, and that’ll be the end of them!”


    “What if they do?” retorted another voice.


    Farther on a crying woman’s voice leaped frightened from the window to the street:


    “Consider! Are you a single man, are you? They are bachelors and don’t care!”


    When they passed the house of Zosimov, the man without legs, who received a monthly allowance from the factory because of his mutilation, he stuck his head through the window and cried out:


    “Pavel, you scoundrel, they’ll wring your head off for your doings, you’ll see!”


    The mother trembled and stopped. The exclamation aroused in her a sharp sensation of anger. She looked up at the thick, bloated face of the cripple, and he hid himself, cursing. Then she quickened her pace, overtook her son, and tried not to fall behind again. He and Andrey seemed not to notice anything, not to hear the outcries that pursued them. They moved calmly, without haste, and talked loudly about commonplaces. They were stopped by Mironov, a modest, elderly man, respected by everybody for his clean, sober life.


    “Not working either, Daniïl Ivanovich?” Pavel asked.


    “My wife is going to be confined. Well, and such an exciting day, too,” Mironov responded, staring fixedly at the comrades. He said to them in an undertone:


    “Boys, I hear you’re going to make an awful row — smash the superintendent’s windows.”


    “Why, are we drunk?” exclaimed Pavel.


    “We are simply going to march along the streets with flags, and sing songs,” said the Little Russian. “You’ll have a chance to hear our songs. They’re our confession of faith.”


    “I know your confession of faith,” said Mironov thoughtfully. “I read your papers. You, Nilovna,” he exclaimed, smiling at the mother with knowing eyes, “are you going to revolt, too?”


    “Well, even if it’s only before death, I want to walk shoulder to shoulder with the truth.”


    “I declare!” said Mironov. “I guess they were telling the truth when they said you carried forbidden books to the factory.”


    “Who said so?” asked Pavel.


    “Oh, people. Well, good-by! Behave yourselves!”


    The mother laughed softly; she was pleased to hear that such things were said of her. Pavel smilingly turned to her:


    “Oh, you’ll get into prison, mother!”


    “I don’t mind,” she murmured.


    The sun rose higher, pouring warmth into the bracing freshness of the spring day. The clouds floated more slowly, their shadows grew thinner and more transparent, and crawled gently over the streets and roofs. The bright sunlight seemed to clean the village, to wipe the dust and dirt from the walls and the tedium from the faces. Everything assumed a more cheerful aspect; the voices sounded louder, drowning the far-off rumble and heavings of the factory machines.


    Again, from all sides, from the windows and the yards, different words and voices, now uneasy and malicious, now thoughtful and gay, found their way to the mother’s ears. But this time she felt a desire to retort, to thank, to explain, to participate in the strangely variegated life of the day.


    Off a corner of the main thoroughfare, in a narrow by-street, a crowd of about a hundred people had gathered, and from its depths resounded Vyesovshchikov’s voice:


    “They squeeze our blood like juice from huckleberries.” His words fell like hammer blows on the people.


    “That’s true!” the resonant cry rang out simultaneously from a number of throats.


    “The boy is doing his best,” said the Little Russian. “I’ll go help him.” He bent low and before Pavel had time to stop him he twisted his tall, flexible body into the crowd like a corkscrew into a cork, and soon his singing voice rang out:


    “Comrades! They say there are various races on the earth — Jews and Germans, English and Tartars. But I don’t believe it. There are only two nations, two irreconcilable tribes — the rich and the poor. People dress differently and speak differently; but look at the rich Frenchman, the rich German, or the rich Englishman, you’ll see that they are all Tartars in the way they treat their workingman — a plague on them!”


    A laugh broke out in the crowd.


    “On the other hand, we can see the French workingmen, the Tartar workingmen, the Turkish workingmen, all lead the same dog’s life, as we — we, the Russian workingmen.”


    More and more people joined the crowd; one after the other they thronged into the by-street, silent, stepping on tiptoe, and craning their necks. Andrey raised his voice:


    “The workingmen of foreign countries have already learned this simple truth, and to-day, on this bright first of May, the foreign working people fraternize with one another. They quit their work, and go out into the streets to look at themselves, to take stock of their immense power. On this day, the workingmen out there throb with one heart; for all hearts are lighted with the consciousness of the might of the working people; all hearts beat with comradeship, each and every one of them is ready to lay down his life in the war for the happiness of all, for freedom and truth to all — comrades!”


    “The police!” some one shouted.
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    From the main street four mounted policemen flourishing their knouts came riding into the by-street directly at the crowd.


    “Disperse!”


    “What sort of talking is going on?”


    “Who’s speaking?”


    The people scowled, giving way to the horses unwillingly. Some climbed up on fences; raillery was heard here and there.


    “They put pigs on horses; they grunt: ‘Here we are, leaders, too!’” resounded a sonorous, provoking voice.


    The Little Russian was left alone in the middle of the street; two horses shaking their manes pressed at him. He stepped aside, and at the same time the mother grasped his hand, pulling him away grumbling:


    “You promised to stick to Pasha; and here you are running up against the edge of a knife all by yourself.”


    “I plead guilty,” said the Little Russian, smiling at Pavel. “Ugh! What a force of police there is in the world!”


    “All right,” murmured the mother.


    An alarming, crushing exhaustion came over her. It rose from within her and made her dizzy. There was a strange alternation of sadness and joy in her heart. She wished the afternoon whistle would sound.


    They reached the square where the church stood. Around the church within the paling a thick crowd was sitting and standing. There were some five hundred gay youth and bustling women with children darting around the groups like butterflies. The crowd swung from side to side. The people raised their heads and looked into the distance in different directions, waiting impatiently.


    “Mitenka!” softly vibrated a woman’s voice. “Have pity on yourself!”


    “Stop!” rang out the response.


    And the grave Sizov spoke calmly, persuasively:


    “No, we mustn’t abandon our children. They have grown wiser than ourselves; they live more boldly. Who saved our cent for the marshes? They did. We must remember that. For doing it they were dragged to prison; but we derived the benefit. The benefit was for all.”


    The whistle blew, drowning the talk of the crowd. The people started. Those sitting rose to their feet. For a moment the silence of death prevailed; all became watchful, and many faces grew pale.


    “Comrades!” resounded Pavel’s voice, ringing and firm.


    A dry, hot haze burned the mother’s eyes, and with a single movement of her body, suddenly strengthened, she stood behind her son. All turned toward Pavel, and drew up to him, like iron filings attracted by a magnet.


    “Brothers! The hour has come to give up this life of ours, this life of greed, hatred, and darkness, this life of violence and falsehood, this life where there is no place for us, where we are no human beings.”


    He stopped, and everybody maintained silence, moving still closer to him. The mother stared at her son. She saw only his eyes, his proud, brave, burning eyes.


    “Comrades! We have decided to declare openly who we are; we raise our banner to-day, the banner of reason, of truth, of liberty! And now I raise it!”


    A flag pole, white and slender, flashed in the air, bent down, cleaving the crowd. For a moment it was lost from sight; then over the uplifted faces the broad canvas of the working people’s flag spread its wings like a red bird.


    Pavel raised his hand — the pole swung, and a dozen hands caught the smooth white rod. Among them was the mother’s hand.


    “Long live the working people!” he shouted.


    Hundreds of voices responded to his sonorous call.


    “Long live the Social Democratic Workingmen’s Party, our party, comrades, our spiritual mother.”


    The crowd seethed and hummed. Those who understood the meaning of the flag squeezed their way up to it. Mazin, Samoylov, and the Gusevs stood close at Pavel’s side. Nikolay with bent head pushed his way through the crowd. Some other people unknown to the mother, young and with burning eyes, jostled her.


    “Long live the working people of all countries!” shouted Pavel.


    And ever increasing in force and joy, a thousand-mouthed echo responded in a soul-stirring acclaim.


    The mother clasped Pavel’s hand, and somebody else’s, too. She was breathless with tears, yet refrained from shedding them. Her legs trembled, and with quivering lips she cried:


    “Oh, my dear boys, that’s true. There you are now — —”


    A broad smile spread over Nikolay’s pockmarked face; he stared at the flag and, stretching his hand toward it, roared out something; then caught the mother around the neck with the same hand, kissed her, and laughed.


    “Comrades!” sang out the Little Russian, subduing the noise of the crowd with his mellow voice. “Comrades! We have now started a holy procession in the name of the new God, the God of Truth and Light, the God of Reason and Goodness. We march in this holy procession, comrades, over a long and hard road. Our goal is far, far away, and the crown of thorns is near! Those who don’t believe in the might of truth, who have not the courage to stand up for it even unto death, who do not believe in themselves and are afraid of suffering — such of you, step aside! We call upon those only who believe in our triumph. Those who cannot see our goal, let them not walk with us; only misery is in store for them! Fall into line, comrades! Long live the first of May, the holiday of freemen!”


    The crowd drew closer. Pavel waved the flag. It spread out in the air and sailed forward, sunlit, smiling, red, and glowing.


    “Let us renounce the old world!” resounded Fedya Mazin’s ringing voice; and scores of voices took up the cry. It floated as on a mighty wave.


    “Let us shake its dust from our feet.”


    The mother marched behind Mazin with a smile on her dry lips, and looked over his head at her son and the flag. Everywhere, around her, was the sparkle of fresh young cheerful faces, the glimmer of many-colored eyes; and at the head of all — her son and Andrey. She heard their voices, Andrey’s, soft and humid, mingled in friendly accord with the heavy bass of her son:


    “Rise up, awake, you workingmen!

    On, on, to war, you hungry hosts!”


    
      
    


    Men ran toward the red flag, raising a clamor; then joining the others, they marched along, their shouts lost in the broad sounds of the song of the revolution.


    The mother had heard that song before. It had often been sung in a subdued tone; and the Little Russian had often whistled it. But now she seemed for the first time to hear this appeal to unite in the struggle.


    “We march to join our suffering mates.”


    The song flowed on, embracing the people.


    Some one’s face, alarmed yet joyous, moved along beside the mother’s, and a trembling voice spoke, sobbing:


    “Mitya! Where are you going?”


    The mother interfered without stopping:


    “Let him go! Don’t be alarmed! Don’t fear! I myself was afraid at first, too. Mine is right at the head — he who bears the standard — that’s my son!”


    “Murderers! Where are you going? There are soldiers over there!” And suddenly clasping the mother’s hand in her bony hands, the tall, thin woman exclaimed: “My dear! How they sing! Oh, the sectarians! And Mitya is singing!”


    “Don’t be troubled!” murmured the mother. “It’s a sacred thing. Think of it! Christ would not have been, either, if men hadn’t perished for his sake.”


    This thought had flashed across the mother’s mind all of a sudden and struck her by its simple, clear truth. She stared at the woman, who held her hand firmly in her clasp, and repeated, smiling:


    “Christ would not have been, either, if men hadn’t suffered for his sake.”


    Sizov appeared at her side. He took off his hat and waving it to the measure of the song, said:


    “They’re marching openly, eh, mother? And composed a song, too! What a song, mother, eh?”


    “The Czar for the army soldiers must have,

    Then give him your sons — —”


    
      
    


    “They’re not afraid of anything,” said Sizov. “And my son is in the grave. The factory crushed him to death, yes!”


    The mother’s heart beat rapidly, and she began to lag behind. She was soon pushed aside hard against a fence, and the close-packed crowd went streaming past her. She saw that there were many people, and she was pleased.


    “Rise up, awake, you workingmen!”


    It seemed as if the blare of a mighty brass trumpet were rousing men and stirring in some hearts the willingness to fight, in other hearts a vague joy, a premonition of something new, and a burning curiosity; in still others a confused tremor of hope and curiosity. The song was an outlet, too, for the stinging bitterness accumulated during years.


    The people looked ahead, where the red banner was swinging and streaming in the air. All were saying something and shouting; but the individual voice was lost in the song — the new song, in which the old note of mournful meditation was absent. It was not the utterance of a soul wandering in solitude along the dark paths of melancholy perplexity, of a soul beaten down by want, burdened with fear, deprived of individuality, and colorless. It breathed no sighs of a strength hungering for space; it shouted no provoking cries of irritated courage ready to crush both the good and the bad indiscriminately. It did not voice the elemental instinct of the animal to snatch freedom for freedom’s sake, nor the feeling of wrong or vengeance capable of destroying everything and powerless to build up anything. In this song there was nothing from the old, slavish world. It floated along directly, evenly; it proclaimed an iron virility, a calm threat. Simple, clear, it swept the people after it along an endless path leading to the far distant future; and it spoke frankly about the hardships of the way. In its steady fire a heavy clod seemed to burn and melt — the sufferings they had endured, the dark load of their habitual feelings, their cursed dread of what was coming.


    “They all join in!” somebody roared exultantly. “Well done, boys!”


    Apparently the man felt something vast, to which he could not give expression in ordinary words, so he uttered a stiff oath. Yet the malice, the blind dark malice of a slave also streamed hotly through his teeth. Disturbed by the light shed upon it, it hissed like a snake, writhing in venomous words.


    “Heretics!” a man with a broken voice shouted from a window, shaking his fist threateningly.


    A piercing scream importunately bored into the mother’s ears— “Rioting against the emperor, against his Majesty the Czar? No, no?”


    Agitated people flashed quickly past her, a dark lava stream of men and women, carried along by this song, which cleared every obstacle out of its path.


    Growing in the mother’s breast was the mighty desire to shout to the crowd:


    “Oh, my dear people!”


    There, far away from her, was the red banner — she saw her son without seeing him — his bronzed forehead, his eyes burning with the bright fire of faith. Now she was in the tail of the crowd among the people who walked without hurrying, indifferent, looking ahead with the cold curiosity of spectators who know beforehand how the show will end. They spoke softly with confidence.


    “One company of infantry is near the school, and the other near the factory.”


    “The governor has come.”


    “Is that so?”


    “I saw him myself. He’s here.”


    Some one swore jovially and said:


    “They’ve begun to fear our fellows, after all, haven’t they? The soldiers have come and the governor — —”


    “Dear boys!” throbbed in the breast of the mother. But the words around her sounded dead and cold. She hastened her steps to get away from these people, and it was not difficult for her to outstrip their lurching gait.


    Suddenly the head of the crowd, as it were, bumped against something; its body swung backward with an alarming, low hum. The song trembled, then flowed on more rapidly and louder; but again the dense wave of sounds hesitated in its forward course. Voices fell out of the chorus one after the other. Here and there a voice was raised in the effort to bring the song to its previous height, to push it forward:


    “Rise up, awake, you workingmen!

    On, on, to war, you hungry hosts!”


    
      
    


    Though she saw nothing and was ignorant of what was happening there in front, the mother divined, and elbowed her way rapidly through the crowd.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XX


    
      
    


    


    “Comrades!” the voice of Pavel was heard. “Soldiers are people the same as ourselves. They will not strike us! Why should they beat us? Because we bear the truth necessary for all? This our truth is necessary to them, too. Just now they do not understand this; but the time is nearing when they will rise with us, when they will march, not under the banner of robbers and murderers, the banner which the liars and beasts order them to call the banner of glory and honor, but under our banner of freedom and goodness! We ought to go forward so that they should understand our truth the sooner. Forward, comrades! Ever forward!”


    Pavel’s voice sounded firm, the words rang in the air distinctly. But the crowd fell asunder; one after the other the people dropped off to the right or to the left, going toward their homes, or leaning against the fences. Now the crowd had the shape of a wedge, and its point was Pavel, over whose head the banner of the laboring people was burning red.


    At the end of the street, closing the exit to the square, the mother saw a low, gray wall of men, one just like the other, without faces. On the shoulder of each a bayonet was smiling its thin, chill smile; and from this entire immobile wall a cold gust blew down on the workmen, striking the breast of the mother and penetrating her heart.


    She forced her way into the crowd among people familiar to her, and, as it were, leaned on them.


    She pressed closely against a tall, lame man with a clean-shaven face. In order to look at her, he had to turn his head stiffly.


    “What do you want? Who are you?” he asked her.


    “The mother of Pavel Vlasov,” she answered, her knees trembling beneath her, her lower lip involuntarily dropping.


    “Ha-ha!” said the lame man. “Very well!”


    “Comrades!” Pavel cried. “Onward all your lives. There is no other way for us! Sing!”


    The atmosphere grew tense. The flag rose and rocked and waved over the heads of the people, gliding toward the gray wall of soldiers. The mother trembled. She closed her eyes, and cried: “Oh — oh!”


    None but Pavel, Andrey, Samoylov, and Mazin advanced beyond the crowd.


    The limpid voice of Fedya Mazin slowly quivered in the air.


    “‘In mortal strife—’” he began the song.


    “‘You victims fell—’” answered thick, subdued voices. The words dropped in two heavy sighs. People stepped forward, each footfall audible. A new song, determined and resolute, burst out:


    “You yielded up your lives for them.”


    Fedya’s voice wreathed and curled like a bright ribbon.


    “A-ha-ha-ha!” some one exclaimed derisively. “They’ve struck up a funeral song, the dirty dogs!”


    “Beat him!” came the angry response.


    The mother clasped her hands to her breast, looked about, and saw that the crowd, before so dense, was now standing irresolute, watching the comrades walk away from them with the banner, followed by about a dozen people, one of whom, however, at every forward move, jumped aside as if the path in the middle of the street were red hot and burned his soles.


    “The tyranny will fall—” sounded the prophetic song from the lips of Fedya.


    “And the people will rise!” the chorus of powerful voices seconded confidently and menacingly.


    But the harmonious flow of the song was broken by the quiet words:


    “He is giving orders.”


    “Charge bayonets!” came the piercing order from the front.


    The bayonets curved in the air, and glittered sharply; then fell and stretched out to confront the banner.


    “Ma-arch!”


    “They’re coming!” said the lame man, and thrusting his hands into his pockets made a long step to one side.


    The mother, without blinking, looked on. The gray line of soldiers tossed to and fro, and spread out over the entire width of the street. It moved on evenly, coolly, carrying in front of itself a fine-toothed comb of sparkling bayonets. Then it came to a stand. The mother took long steps to get nearer to her son. She saw how Andrey strode ahead of Pavel and fenced him off with his long body. “Get alongside of me!” Pavel shouted sharply. Andrey was singing, his hands clasped behind his back, his head uplifted. Pavel pushed him with his shoulder, and again cried:


    “At my side! Let the banner be in front!”


    “Disperse!” called a little officer in a thin voice, brandishing a white saber. He lifted his feet high, and without bending his knees struck his soles on the ground irritably. The high polish on his boots caught the eyes of the mother.


    To one side and somewhat behind him walked a tall, clean-shaven man, with a thick, gray mustache. He wore a long gray overcoat with a red underlining, and yellow stripes on his trousers. His gait was heavy, and like the Little Russian, he clasped his hands behind his back. He regarded Pavel, raising his thick gray eyebrows.


    The mother seemed to be looking into infinity. At each breath her breast was ready to burst with a loud cry. It choked her, but for some reason she restrained it. Her hands clutched at her bosom. She staggered from repeated thrusts. She walked onward without thought, almost without consciousness. She felt that behind her the crowd was getting thinner; a cold wind had blown on them and scattered them like autumn leaves.


    The men around the red banner moved closer and closer together. The faces of the soldiers were clearly seen across the entire width of the street, monstrously flattened, stretched out in a dirty yellowish band. In it were unevenly set variously colored eyes, and in front the sharp bayonets glittered crudely. Directed against the breasts of the people, although not yet touching them, they drove them apart, pushing one man after the other away from the crowd and breaking it up.


    Behind her the mother heard the trampling noise of those who were running away. Suppressed, excited voices cried:


    “Disperse, boys!”


    “Vlasov, run!”


    “Back, Pavel!”


    “Drop the banner, Pavel!” Vyesovshchikov said glumly. “Give it to me! I’ll hide it!”


    He grabbed the pole with his hand; the flag rocked backward.


    “Let go!” thundered Pavel.


    Nikolay drew his hand back as if it had been burned. The song died away. Some persons crowded solidly around Pavel; but he cut through to the front. A sudden silence fell.


    Around the banner some twenty men were grouped, not more, but they stood firmly. The mother felt drawn to them by awe and by a confused desire to say something to them.


    “Take this thing away from him, lieutenant.” The even voice of the tall old man was heard. He pointed to the banner. A little officer jumped up to Pavel, snatched at the flag pole, and shouted shrilly:


    “Drop it!”


    The red flag trembled in the air, moving to the right and to the left, then rose again. The little officer jumped back and sat down. Nikolay darted by the mother, shaking his outstretched fist.


    “Seize them!” the old man roared, stamping his feet. A few soldiers jumped to the front, one of them flourishing the butt end of his gun. The banner trembled, dropped, and disappeared in a gray mass of soldiers.


    “Oh!” somebody groaned aloud. And the mother yelled like a wild animal. But the clear voice of Pavel answered her from out of the crowd of soldiers:


    “Good-by, mother! Good-by, dear!”


    “He’s alive! He remembered!” were the two strokes at the mother’s heart.


    “Good-by, mother dear!” came from Andrey.


    Waving her hands, she raised herself on tiptoe, and tried to see them. There was the round face of Andrey above the soldiers’ heads. He was smiling and bowing to her.


    “Oh, my dear ones! Andriusha! Pasha!” she shouted.


    “Good-by, comrades!” they called from among the soldiers.


    A broken, manifold echo responded to them. It resounded from the windows and the roofs.


    The mother felt some one pushing her breast. Through the mist in her eyes she saw the little officer. His face was red and strained, and he was shouting to her:


    “Clear out of here, old woman!”


    She looked down on him, and at his feet saw the flag pole broken in two parts, a piece of red cloth on one of them. She bent down and picked it up. The officer snatched it out of her hands, threw it aside, and shouted again, stamping his feet:


    “Clear out of here, I tell you!”


    A song sprang up and floated from among the soldiers:


    “Arise, awake, you workingmen!”


    Everything was whirling, rocking, trembling. A thick, alarming noise, resembling the dull hum of telegraph wires, filled the air. The officer jumped back, screaming angrily:


    “Stop the singing, Sergeant Kraynov!”


    The mother staggered to the fragment of the pole, which he had thrown down, and picked it up again.


    “Gag them!”


    The song became confused, trembled, expired. Somebody took the mother by the shoulders, turned her around, and shoved her from the back.


    “Go, go! Clear the street!” shouted the officer.


    About ten paces from her, the mother again saw a thick crowd of people. They were howling, grumbling, whistling, as they backed down the street. The yards were drawing in a number of them.


    “Go, you devil!” a young soldier with a big mustache shouted right into the mother’s ear. He brushed against her and shoved her onto the sidewalk. She moved away, leaning on the flag pole. She went quickly and lightly, but her legs bent under her. In order not to fall she clung to walls and fences. People in front were falling back alongside of her, and behind her were soldiers, shouting: “Go, go!”


    The soldiers got ahead of her; she stopped and looked around. Down the end of the street she saw them again scattered in a thin chain, blocking the entrance to the square, which was empty. Farther down were more gray figures slowly moving against the people. She wanted to go back; but uncalculatingly went forward again, and came to a narrow, empty by-street into which she turned. She stopped again. She sighed painfully, and listened. Somewhere ahead she heard the hum of voices. Leaning on the pole she resumed her walk. Her eyebrows moved up and down, and she suddenly broke into a sweat; her lips quivered; she waved her hands, and certain words flashed up in her heart like sparks, kindling in her a strong, stubborn desire to speak them, to shout them.


    The by-street turned abruptly to the left; and around the corner the mother saw a large, dense crowd of people. Somebody’s voice was speaking loudly and firmly:


    “They don’t go to meet the bayonets from sheer audacity. Remember that!”


    “Just look at them. Soldiers advance against them, and they stand before them without fear. Y-yes!”


    “Think of Pasha Vlasov!”


    “And how about the Little Russian?”


    “Hands behind his back and smiling, the devil!”


    “My dear ones! My people!” the mother shouted, pushing into the crowd. They cleared the way for her respectfully. Somebody laughed:


    “Look at her with the flag in her hand!”


    “Shut up!” said another man sternly.


    The mother with a broad sweep of her arms cried out:


    “Listen for the sake of Christ! You are all dear people, you are all good people. Open up your hearts. Look around without fear, without terror. Our children are going into the world. Our children are going, our blood is going for the truth; with honesty in their hearts they open the gates of the new road — a straight, wide road for all. For all of you, for the sake of your young ones, they have devoted themselves to the sacred cause. They seek the sun of new days that shall always be bright. They want another life, the life of truth and justice, of goodness for all.”


    [image: ]


    “‘Listen for the sake of Christ.’”


    Her heart was rent asunder, her breast contracted, her throat was hot and dry. Deep inside of her, words were being born, words of a great, all-embracing love. They burned her tongue, moving it more powerfully and more freely. She saw that the people were listening to her words. All were silent. She felt that they were thinking as they surrounded her closely; and the desire grew in her, now a clear desire, to drive these people to follow her son, to follow Andrey, to follow all those who had fallen into the soldiers’ hands, all those who were left entirely alone, all those who were abandoned. Looking at the sullen, attentive faces around her, she resumed with soft force:


    


    “Our children are going in the world toward happiness. They went for the sake of all, and for Christ’s truth — against all with which our malicious, false, avaricious ones have captured, tied, and crushed us. My dear ones — why it is for you that our young blood rose — for all the people, for all the world, for all the workingmen, they went! Then don’t go away from them, don’t renounce, don’t forsake them, don’t leave your children on a lonely path — they went just for the purpose of showing you all the path to truth, to take all on that path! Pity yourselves! Love them! Understand the children’s hearts. Believe your sons’ hearts; they have brought forth the truth; it burns in them; they perish for it. Believe them!”


    Her voice broke down, she staggered, her strength gone. Somebody seized her under the arms.


    “She is speaking God’s words!” a man shouted hoarsely and excitedly. “God’s words, good people! Listen to her!”


    Another man said in pity of her:


    “Look how she’s hurting herself!”


    “She’s not hurting herself, but hitting us, fools, understand that!” was the reproachful reply.


    A high-pitched, quavering voice rose up over the crowd:


    “Oh, people of the true faith! My Mitya, pure soul, what has he done? He went after his dear comrades. She speaks truth — why did we forsake our children? What harm have they done us?”


    The mother trembled at these words and replied with soft tears.


    “Go home, Nilovna! Go, mother! You’re all worn out,” said Sizov loudly.


    He was pale, his disheveled beard shook. Suddenly knitting his brows he threw a stern glance about him on all, drew himself up to his full height, and said distinctly:


    “My son Matvey was crushed in the factory. You know it! But were he alive, I myself would have sent him into the lines of those — along with them. I myself would have told him: ‘Go you, too, Matvey! That’s the right cause, that’s the honest cause!’”


    He stopped abruptly, and a sullen silence fell on all, in the powerful grip of something huge and new, but something that no longer frightened them. Sizov lifted his hand, shook it, and continued:


    “It’s an old man who is speaking to you. You know me! I’ve been working here thirty-nine years, and I’ve been alive fifty-three years. To-day they’ve arrested my nephew, a pure and intelligent boy. He, too, was in the front, side by side with Vlasov; right at the banner.” Sizov made a motion with his hand, shrank together, and said as he took the mother’s hand: “This woman spoke the truth. Our children want to live honorably, according to reason, and we have abandoned them; we walked away, yes! Go, Nilovna!”


    “My dear ones!” she said, looking at them all with tearful eyes. “The life is for our children and the earth is for them.”


    “Go, Nilovna, take this staff and lean upon it!” said Sizov, giving her the fragment of the flag pole.


    All looked at the mother with sadness and respect. A hum of sympathy accompanied her. Sizov silently put the people out of her way, and they silently moved aside, obeying a blind impulse to follow her. They walked after her slowly, exchanging brief, subdued remarks on the way. Arrived at the gate of her house, she turned to them, leaning on the fragment of the flag pole, and bowed in gratitude.


    “Thank you!” she said softly. And recalling the thought which she fancied had been born in her heart, she said: “Our Lord Jesus Christ would not have been, either, if people had not perished for his sake.”


    The crowd looked at her in silence.


    She bowed to the people again, and went into her house, and Sizov, drooping his head, went in with her.


    The people stood at the gates and talked. Then they began to depart slowly and quietly.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    PART II


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER I


    
      
    


    


    The day passed in a motley blur of recollections, in a depressing state of exhaustion, which tightly clutched at the mother’s body and soul. The faces of the young men flashed before her mental vision, the banner blazed, the songs clamored at her ear, the little officer skipped about, a gray stain before her eyes, and through the whirlwind of the procession she saw the gleam of Pavel’s bronzed face and the smiling sky-blue eyes of Andrey.


    She walked up and down the room, sat at the window, looked out into the street, and walked away again with lowered eyebrows. Every now and then she started, and looked about in an aimless search for something. She drank water, but could not slake her thirst, nor quench the smoldering fire of anguish and injury in her bosom. The day was chopped in two. It began full of meaning and content, but now it dribbled away into a dismal waste, which stretched before her endlessly. The question swung to and fro in her barren, perplexed mind:


    “What now?”


    Korsunova came in. Waving her hands, she shouted, wept, and went into raptures; stamped her feet, suggested this and that, made promises, and threw out threats against somebody. All this failed to impress the mother.


    “Aha!” she heard the squeaking voice of Marya. “So the people have been stirred up! At last the whole factory has arisen! All have arisen!”


    “Yes, yes!” said the mother in a low voice, shaking her head. Her eyes were fixed on something that had already fallen into the past, had departed from her along with Andrey and Pavel. She was unable to weep. Her heart was dried up, her lips, too, were dry, and her mouth was parched. Her hands shook, and a cold, fine shiver ran down her back, setting her skin aquiver.


    In the evening the gendarmes came. She met them without surprise and without fear. They entered noisily, with a peculiarly jaunty air, and with a look of gayety and satisfaction in their faces. The yellow-faced officer said, displaying his teeth:


    “Well, how are you? The third time I have the honor, eh?”


    She was silent, passing her dry tongue along her lips. The officer talked a great deal, delivering a homily to her. The mother realized what pleasure he derived from his words. But they did not reach her; they did not disturb her; they were like the insistent chirp of a cricket. It was only when he said: “It’s your own fault, little mother, that you weren’t able to inspire your son with reverence for God and the Czar,” that she answered dully, standing at the door and looking at him: “Yes, our children are our judges. They visit just punishment upon us for abandoning them on such a road.”


    “Wha-at?” shouted the officer. “Louder!”


    “I say, the children are our judges,” the mother repeated with a sigh.


    He said something quickly and angrily, but his words buzzed around her without touching her. Marya Korsunova was a witness. She stood beside the mother, but did not look at her; and when the officer turned to her with a question, she invariably answered with a hasty, low bow: “I don’t know, your Honor. I am just a simple, ignorant woman. I make my living by peddling, stupid as I am, and I know nothing.”


    “Shut up, then!” commanded the officer.


    She was ordered to search Vlasova. She blinked her eyes, then opened them wide on the officer, and said in fright:


    “I can’t, your Honor!”


    The officer stamped his feet and began to shout. Marya lowered her eyes, and pleaded with the mother softly:


    “Well, what can be done? You have to submit, Pelagueya Nilovna.”


    As she searched and felt the mother’s dress, the blood mounting to her face, she murmured:


    “Oh, the dogs!”


    “What are you jabbering about there?” the officer cried rudely, looking into the corner where she was making the search.


    “It’s about women’s affairs, your Honor,” mumbled Marya, terrorized.


    On his order to sign the search warrant the mother, with unskilled hand, traced on the paper in printed shining letters:


    “Pelagueya Nilovna, widow of a workingman.”


    They went away, and the mother remained standing at the window. With her hands folded over her breast, she gazed into vacancy without winking, her eyebrows raised. Her lips were compressed, her jaws so tightly set that her teeth began to pain her. The oil burned down in the lamp, the light flared up for a moment, and then went out. She blew on it, and remained in the dark. She felt no malice, she harbored no sense of injury in her heart. A dark, cold cloud of melancholy settled on her breast, and impeded the beating of her heart. Her mind was a void. She stood at the window a long time; her feet and eyes grew weary. She heard Marya stop at the window, and shout: “Are you asleep, Pelagueya? You unfortunate, suffering woman, sleep! They abuse everybody, the heretics!” At last she dropped into bed without undressing, and quickly fell into a heavy sleep, as if she had plunged into a deep abyss.


    She dreamed she saw a yellow sandy mound beyond the marsh on the road to the city. At the edge, which descended perpendicularly to the ditch, from which sand was being taken, stood Pavel singing softly and sonorously with the voice of Andrey:


    “Rise up, awake, you workingmen!”


    She walked past the mound along the road to the city, and putting her hand to her forehead looked at her son. His figure was clearly and sharply outlined against the sky. She could not make up her mind to go up to him. She was ashamed because she was pregnant. And she held an infant in her arms, besides. She walked farther on. Children were playing ball in the field. There were many of them, and the ball was a red one. The infant threw himself forward out of her arms toward them, and began to cry aloud. She gave him the breast, and turned back. Now soldiers were already at the mound, and they turned the bayonets against her. She ran quickly to the church standing in the middle of the field, the white, light church that seemed to be constructed out of clouds, and was immeasurably high. A funeral was going on there. The coffin was wide, black, and tightly covered with a lid. The priest and deacon walked around in white canonicals and sang:


    “Christ has arisen from the dead.”


    The deacon carried the incense, bowed to her, and smiled. His hair was glaringly red, and his face jovial, like Samoylov’s. From the top of the dome broad sunbeams descended to the ground. In both choirs the boys sang softly:


    “Christ has arisen from the dead.”


    “Arrest them!” the priest suddenly cried, standing up in the middle of the church. His vestments vanished from his body, and a gray, stern mustache appeared on his face. All the people started to run, and the deacon, flinging the censer aside, rushed forward, seizing his head in his hands like the Little Russian. The mother dropped the infant on the ground at the feet of the people. They ran to the side of her, timidly regarding the naked little body. She fell on her knees and shouted to them: “Don’t abandon the child! Take it with you!”


    “Christ has arisen from the dead,” the Little Russian sang, holding his hands behind his back, and smiling. He bent down, took the child, and put it on the wagon loaded with timber, at the side of which Nikolay was walking slowly, shaking with laughter. He said:


    “They have given me hard work.”


    The street was muddy, the people thrust their faces from the windows of the houses, and whistled, shouted, waved their hands. The day was clear, the sun shone brightly, and there was not a single shadow anywhere.


    “Sing, mother!” said the Little Russian. “Oh, what a life!”


    And he sang, drowning all the other sounds with his kind, laughing voice. The mother walked behind him, and complained:


    “Why does he make fun of me?”


    But suddenly she stumbled and fell in a bottomless abyss. Fearful shrieks met her in her descent.


    She awoke, shivering and yet perspiring. She put her ear, as it were, to her own breast, and marveled at the emptiness that prevailed there. The whistle blew insistently. From its sound she realized that it was already the second summons. The room was all in disorder; the books and clothes lay about in confusion; everything was turned upside down, and dirt was trampled over the entire floor.


    She arose, and without washing or praying began to set the room in order. In the kitchen she caught sight of the stick with the piece of red cloth. She seized it angrily, and was about to throw it away under the oven, but instead, with a sigh, removed the remnant of the flag from the pole, folded it carefully, and put it in her pocket. Then she began to wash the windows with cold water, next the floor, and finally herself; then dressed herself and prepared the samovar. She sat down at the window in the kitchen, and once more the question came to her:


    “What now? What am I to do now?”


    Recollecting that she had not yet said her prayers, she walked up to the images, and after standing before them for a few seconds, she sat down again. Her heart was empty.


    The pendulum, which always beat with an energy seeming to say: “I must get to the goal! I must get to the goal!” slackened its hasty ticking. The flies buzzed irresolutely, as if pondering a certain plan of action.


    Suddenly she recalled a picture she had once seen in the days of her youth. In the old park of the Zansaylovs, there was a large pond densely overgrown with water lilies. One gray day in the fall, while walking along the pond, she had seen a boat in the middle of it. The pond was dark and calm, and the boat seemed glued to the black water, thickly strewn with yellow leaves. Profound sadness and a vague sense of misfortune were wafted from that boat without a rower and without oars, standing alone and motionless out there on the dull water amid the dead leaves. The mother had stood a long time at the edge of the pond meditating as to who had pushed the boat from the shore and why. Now it seemed to her that she herself was like that boat, which at the time had reminded her of a coffin waiting for its dead. In the evening of the same day she had learned that the wife of one of Zansaylov’s clerks had been drowned in the pond — a little woman with black disheveled hair, who always walked at a brisk gait.


    The mother passed her hands over her eyes as if to rub her reminiscences away, and her thoughts fluttered like a varicolored ribbon. Overcome by her impressions of the day before, she sat for a long time, her eyes fixed upon the cup of tea grown cold. Gradually the desire came to see some wise, simple person, speak to him, and ask him many things.


    As if in answer to her wish, Nikolay Ivanovich came in after dinner. When she saw him, however, she was suddenly seized with alarm, and failed to respond to his greeting.


    “Oh, my friend,” she said softly, “there was no use for you to come here. If they arrest you here, too, then that will be the end of Pasha altogether. It’s very careless of you! They’ll take you without fail if they see you here.”


    He clasped her hand tightly, adjusted his glasses on his nose, and bending his face close to her, explained to her in haste:


    “I made an agreement with Pavel and Andrey, that if they were arrested, I must see that you move over to the city the very next day.” He spoke kindly, but with a troubled air. “Did they make a search in your house?”


    “They did. They rummaged, searched, and nosed around. Those people have no shame, no conscience!” exclaimed the mother indignantly.


    “What do they need shame for?” said Nikolay with a shrug of his shoulders, and explained to her the necessity of her going to the city.


    His friendly, solicitous talk moved and agitated her. She looked at him with a pale smile, and wondered at the kindly feeling of confidence he inspired in her.


    “If Pasha wants it, and I’ll be no inconvenience to you — —”


    “Don’t be uneasy on that score. I live all alone; my sister comes over only rarely.”


    “I’m not going to eat my head off for nothing,” she said, thinking aloud.


    “If you want to work, you’ll find something to do.”


    Her conception of work was now indissolubly connected with the work that her son, Andrey, and their comrades were doing. She moved a little toward Nikolay, and looking in his eyes, asked:


    “Yes? You say work will be found for me?”


    “My household is a small one, I am a bachelor — —”


    “I’m not talking about that, not about housework,” she said quietly. “I mean world work.”


    And she heaved a melancholy sigh, stung and repelled by his failure to understand her. He rose, and bending toward her, with a smile in his nearsighted eyes, he said thoughtfully, “You’ll find a place for yourself in the work world, too, if you want it.”


    Her mind quickly formulated the simple and clear thought: “Once I was able to help Pavel; perhaps I will succeed again. The greater the number of those who work for his cause, the clearer will his truth come out before the people.”


    But these thoughts did not fully express the whole force and complexity of her desire.


    “What could I do?” she asked quietly.


    He thought a while, and then began to explain the technical details of the revolutionary work. Among other things, he said:


    “If, when you go to see Pavel in prison, you tried to find out from him the address of the peasant who asked for a newspaper — —”


    “I know it!” exclaimed the mother in delight. “I know where they are, and who they are. Give me the papers, I’ll deliver them. I’ll find the peasants, and do everything just as you say. Who will think that I carry illegal books? I carried books to the factory. I smuggled in more than a hundred pounds, Heaven be praised!”


    The desire came upon her to travel along the road, through forests and villages, with a birch-bark sack over her shoulders, and a staff in her hand.


    “Now, you dear, dear man, you just arrange it for me, arrange it so that I can work in this movement. I’ll go everywhere for you! I’ll keep going summer and winter, down to my very grave, a pilgrim for the sake of truth. Why, isn’t that a splendid lot for a woman like me? The wanderer’s life is a good life. He goes about through the world, he has nothing, he needs nothing except bread, no one abuses him, and so, quietly, unnoticed, he roves over the earth. And so I’ll go, too; I’ll go to Andrey, to Pasha, wherever they live.”


    She was seized with sadness when she saw herself homeless, begging for alms, in the name of Christ, at the windows of the village cottages.


    Nikolay took her hand gently, and stroked it with his warm hand. Then, looking at the watch, he said:


    “We’ll speak about that later. You are taking a dangerous burden upon your shoulders. You must consider very carefully what you intend doing.”


    “My dear man, what have I to consider? What have I to live for if not for this cause? Of what use am I to anybody? A tree grows, it gives shade; it’s split into wood, and it warms people. Even a mere dumb tree is helpful to life, and I am a human being. The children, the best blood of man, the best there is of our hearts, give up their liberty and their lives, perish without pity for themselves! And I, a mother — am I to stand by and do nothing?”


    The picture of her son marching at the head of the crowd with the banner in his hands flashed before her mind.


    “Why should I lie idle when my son gives up his life for the sake of truth? I know now — I know that he is working for the truth. It’s the fifth year now that I live beside the woodpile. My heart has melted and begun to burn. I understand what you are striving for. I see what a burden you all carry on your shoulders. Take me to you, too, for the sake of Christ, that I may be able to help my son! Take me to you!”


    Nikolay’s face grew pale; he heaved a deep sigh, and smiling, said, looking at her with sympathetic attention:


    “This is the first time I’ve heard such words.”


    “What can I say?” she replied, shaking her head sadly, and spreading her hands in a gesture of impotence. “If I had the words to express my mother’s heart—” She arose, lifted by the power that waxed in her breast, intoxicated her, and gave her the words to express her indignation. “Then many and many a one would weep, and even the wicked, the men without conscience would tremble! I would make them taste gall, even as they made Christ drink of the cup of bitterness, and as they now do our children. They have bruised a mother’s heart!”


    Nikolay rose, and pulling his little beard with trembling fingers, he said slowly in an unfamiliar tone of voice:


    “Some day you will speak to them, I think!”


    He started, looked at his watch again, and asked in a hurry:


    “So it’s settled? You’ll come over to me in the city?”


    She silently nodded her head.


    “When? Try to do it as soon as possible.” And he added in a tender voice: “I’ll be anxious for you; yes, indeed!”


    She looked at him in surprise. What was she to him? With bent head, smiling in embarrassment, he stood before her, dressed in a simple black jacket, stooping, nearsighted.


    “Have you money?” he asked, dropping his eyes.


    “No.”


    He quickly whipped his purse out of his pocket, opened it, and handed it to her.


    “Here, please take some.”


    She smiled involuntarily, and shaking her head, observed:


    “Everything about all of you is different from other people. Even money has no value for you. People do anything to get money; they kill their souls for it. But for you money is so many little pieces of paper, little bits of copper. You seem to keep it by you just out of kindness to people.”


    Nikolay Ivanovich laughed softly.


    “It’s an awfully bothersome article, money is. Both to take it and to give it is embarrassing.”


    He caught her hand, pressed it warmly, and asked again:


    “So you will try to come soon, won’t you?”


    And he walked away quietly, as was his wont.


    She got herself ready to go to him on the fourth day after his visit. When the cart with her two trunks rolled out of the village into the open country, she turned her head back, and suddenly had the feeling that she was leaving the place forever — the place where she had passed the darkest and most burdensome period of her life, the place where that other varied life had begun, in which the next day swallowed up the day before, and each was filled by an abundance of new sorrows and new joys, new thoughts and new feelings.


    The factory spread itself like a huge, clumsy, dark-red spider, raising its lofty smokestacks high up into the sky. The small one-storied houses pressed against it, gray, flattened out on the soot-covered ground, and crowded up in close clusters on the edge of the marsh. They looked sorrowfully at one another with their little dull windows. Above them rose the church, also dark red like the factory. The belfry, it seemed to her, was lower than the factory chimneys.


    The mother sighed, and adjusted the collar of her dress, which choked her. She felt sad, but it was a dry sadness like the dust of the hot day.


    “Gee!” mumbled the driver, shaking the reins over the horse. He was a bow-legged man of uncertain height, with sparse, faded hair on his face and head, and faded eyes. Swinging from side to side he walked alongside the wagon. It was evidently a matter of indifference to him whether he went to the right or the left.


    “Gee!” he called in a colorless voice, with a comical forward stride of his crooked legs clothed in heavy boots, to which clods of mud were clinging. The mother looked around. The country was as bleak and dreary as her soul.


    “You’ll never escape want, no matter where you go, auntie,” the driver said dully. “There’s no road leading away from poverty; all roads lead to it, and none out of it.”


    Shaking its head dejectedly the horse sank its feet heavily into the deep sun-dried sand, which crackled softly under its tread. The rickety wagon creaked for lack of greasing.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER II


    
      
    


    


    Nikolay Ivanovich lived on a quiet, deserted street, in a little green wing annexed to a black two-storied structure swollen with age. In front of the wing was a thickly grown little garden, and branches of lilac bushes, acacias, and silvery young poplars looked benignly and freshly into the windows of the three rooms occupied by Nikolay. It was quiet and tidy in his place. The shadows trembled mutely on the floor, shelves closely set with books stretched across the walls, and portraits of stern, serious persons hung over them.


    “Do you think you’ll find it convenient here?” asked Nikolay, leading the mother into a little room with one window giving on the garden and another on the grass-grown yard. In this room, too, the walls were lined with bookcases and bookshelves.


    “I’d rather be in the kitchen,” she said. “The little kitchen is bright and clean.”


    It seemed to her that he grew rather frightened. And when she yielded to his awkward and embarrassed persuasions to take the room, he immediately cheered up.


    There was a peculiar atmosphere pervading all the three rooms. It was easy and pleasant to breathe in them; but one’s voice involuntarily dropped a note in the wish not to speak aloud and intrude upon the peaceful thoughtfulness of the people who sent down a concentrated look from the walls.


    “The flowers need watering,” said the mother, feeling the earth in the flowerpots in the windows.


    “Yes, yes,” said the master guiltily. “I love them very much, but I have no time to take care of them.”


    The mother noticed that Nikolay walked about in his own comfortable quarters just as carefully and as noiselessly as if he were a stranger, and as if all that surrounded him were remote from him. He would pick up and examine some small article, such as a bust, bring it close to his face, and scrutinize it minutely, adjusting his glasses with the thin finger of his right hand, and screwing up his eyes. He had the appearance of just having entered the rooms for the first time, and everything seemed as unfamiliar and strange to him as to the mother. Consequently, the mother at once felt herself at home. She followed Nikolay, observing where each thing stood, and inquiring about his ways and habits of life. He answered with the guilty air of a man who knows he is all the time doing things as they ought not to be done, but cannot help himself.


    After she had watered the flowers and arranged the sheets of music scattered in disorder over the piano, she looked at the samovar, and remarked, “It needs polishing.”


    Nikolay ran his finger over the dull metal, then stuck the finger close to his nose. He looked at the mother so seriously that she could not restrain a good-natured smile.


    When she lay down to sleep and thought of the day just past, she raised her head from the pillow in astonishment and looked around. For the first time in her life she was in the house of a stranger, and she did not experience the least constraint. Her mind dwelt solicitously on Nikolay. She had a distinct desire to do the best she could for him, and to introduce more warmth into his lonely life. She was stirred and affected by his embarrassed awkwardness and droll ignorance, and smiled to herself with a sigh. Then her thoughts leaped to her son and to Andrey. She recalled the high-pitched, sparkling voice of Fedya, and gradually the whole day of the first of May unrolled itself before her, clothed in new sounds, reflecting new thoughts. The trials of the day were peculiar as the day itself. They did not bring her head to the ground as with the dull, stunning blow of the fist. They stabbed the heart with a thousand pricks, and called forth in her a quiet wrath, opening her eyes and straightening her backbone.


    “Children go in the world,” she thought as she listened to the unfamiliar nocturnal sounds of the city. They crept through the open window like a sigh from afar, stirring the leaves in the garden and faintly expiring in the room.


    Early in the morning she polished up the samovar, made a fire in it, and filled it with water, and noiselessly placed the dishes on the table. Then she sat down in the kitchen and waited for Nikolay to rise. Presently she heard him cough. He appeared at the door, holding his glasses in one hand, the other hand at his throat. She responded to his greeting, and brought the samovar into the room. He began to wash himself, splashing the water on the floor, dropping the soap and his toothbrush, and grumbling in dissatisfaction at himself.


    When they sat down to drink tea, he said to the mother:


    “I am employed in the Zemstvo board — a very sad occupation. I see the way our peasants are going to ruin.”


    And smiling he repeated guiltily: “It’s literally so — I see! People go hungry, they lie down in their graves prematurely, starved to death, children are born feeble and sick, and drop like flies in autumn — we know all this, we know the causes of this wretchedness, and for observing it we receive a good salary. But that’s all we do, really; truly all we do.”


    “And what are you, a student?”


    “No. I’m a village teacher. My father was superintendent in a mill in Vyatka, and I became a teacher. But I began to give books to the peasants in the village, and was put in prison for it. When I came out of prison I became clerk in a bookstore, but not behaving carefully enough I got myself into prison again, and was then exiled to Archangel. There I also got into trouble with the governor, and they sent me to the White Sea coast, where I lived for five years.”


    His talk sounded calm and even in the bright room flooded with sunlight. The mother had already heard many such stories; but she could never understand why they were related with such composure, why no blame was laid on anybody for the suffering the people had gone through, why these sufferings were regarded as so inevitable.


    “My sister is coming to-day,” he announced.


    “Is she married?”


    “She’s a widow. Her husband was exiled to Siberia; but he escaped, caught a severe cold on the way, and died abroad two years ago.”


    “Is she younger than you?”


    “Six years older. I owe a great deal to her. Wait, and you’ll hear how she plays. That’s her piano. There are a whole lot of her things here, my books — —”


    “Where does she live?”


    “Everywhere,” he answered with a smile. “Wherever a brave soul is needed, there’s where you’ll find her.”


    “Also in this movement?”


    “Yes, of course.”


    He soon left to go to work, and the mother fell to thinking of “that movement” for which the people worked, day in, day out, calmly and resolutely. When confronting them she seemed to stand before a mountain looming in the dark.


    About noon a tall, well-built lady came. When the mother opened the door for her she threw a little yellow valise on the floor, and quickly seizing Vlasova’s hand, asked:


    “Are you the mother of Pavel Mikhaylovich?”


    “Yes, I am,” the mother replied, embarrassed by the lady’s rich appearance.


    “That’s the way I imagined you,” said the lady, removing her hat in front of the mirror. “We have been friends of Pavel Mikhaylovich a long time. He spoke about you often.”


    Her voice was somewhat dull, and she spoke slowly; but her movements were quick and vigorous. Her large, limpid gray eyes smiled youthfully; on her temples, however, thin radiate wrinkles were already limned, and silver hairs glistened over her ears.


    “I’m hungry; can I have a cup of coffee?”


    “I’ll make it for you at once.” The mother took down the coffee apparatus from the shelf and quietly asked:


    “Did Pasha speak about me?”


    “Yes, indeed, a great deal.” The lady took out a little leather cigarette case, lighted a cigarette, and inquired: “You’re extremely uneasy about him, aren’t you?”


    The mother smiled, watching the blue, quivering flame of the spirit lamp. Her embarrassment at the presence of the lady vanished in the depths of her joy.


    “So he talks about me, my dear son!” she thought.


    “You asked me whether I’m uneasy? Of course, it’s not easy for me. But it would have been worse some time ago; now I know that he’s not alone, and that even I am not alone.” Looking into the lady’s face, she asked: “What is your name?”


    “Sofya,” the lady answered, and began to speak in a businesslike way. “The most important thing is that they should not stay in prison long, but that the trial should come off very soon. The moment they are exiled, we’ll arrange an escape for Pavel Mikhaylovich. There’s nothing for him to do in Siberia, and he’s indispensable here.”


    The mother incredulously regarded Sofya, who was searching about for a place into which to drop her cigarette stump, and finally threw it in a flowerpot.


    “That’ll spoil the flowers,” the mother remarked mechanically.


    “Excuse me,” said Sofya simply. “Nikolay always tells me the same thing.” She picked up the stump and threw it out of the window. The mother looked at her in embarrassment, and said guiltily:


    “You must excuse me. I said it without thinking. Is it in my place to teach you?”


    “Why not? Why not teach me, if I’m a sloven?” Sofya calmly queried with a shrug. “I know it; but I always forget — the worse for me. It’s an ugly habit — to throw cigarette stumps any and everywhere, and to litter up places with ashes — particularly in a woman. Cleanliness in a room is the result of work, and all work ought to be respected. Is the coffee ready? Thank you! Why one cup? Won’t you have any?” Suddenly seizing the mother by the shoulder, she drew her to herself, and looking into her eyes asked in surprise: “Why, are you embarrassed?”


    The mother answered with a smile:


    “I just blamed you for throwing the cigarette stump away — does that look as if I were embarrassed?” Her surprise was unconcealed. “I came to your house only yesterday, but I behave as if I were at home, and as if I had known you a long time. I’m afraid of nothing; I say anything. I even find fault.”


    “That’s the way it ought to be.”


    “My head’s in a whirl. I seem to be a stranger to myself. Formerly I didn’t dare speak out from my heart until I’d been with a person a long, long time. And now my heart is always open, and I at once say things I wouldn’t have dreamed of before, and a lot of things, too.” Sofya lit another cigarette, turning the kind glance of her gray eyes on the mother. “Yes, you speak of arranging an escape. But how will he be able to live as a fugitive?” The mother finally gave expression to the thought that was agitating her.


    “That’s a trifle,” Sofya remarked, pouring out a cup of coffee for herself. “He’ll live as scores of other fugitives live. I just met one, and saw him off. Another very valuable man, who worked for the movement in the south. He was exiled for five years, but remained only three and a half months. That’s why I look such a grande dame. Do you think I always dress this way? I can’t bear this fine toggery, this sumptuous rustle. A human being is simple by nature, and should dress simply — beautifully but simply.”


    The mother looked at her fixedly, smiled, and shaking her head meditatively said:


    “No, it seems that day, the first of May, has changed me. I feel awkward somehow or other, as if I were walking on two roads at the same time. At one moment I understand everything; the next moment I am plunged into a mist. Here are you! I see you a lady; you occupy yourself with this movement, you know Pasha, and you esteem him. Thank you!”


    “Why, you ought to be thanked!” Sofya laughed.


    “I? I didn’t teach him about the movement,” the mother said with a sigh. “As I speak now,” she continued stubbornly, “everything seems simple and near. Then, all of a sudden, I cannot understand this simplicity. Again, I’m calm. In a second I grow fearful, because I am calm. I always used to be afraid, my whole life long; but now that there’s a great deal to be afraid of, I have very little fear. Why is it? I cannot understand.” She stopped, at a loss for words. Sofya looked at her seriously, and waited; but seeing that the mother was agitated, unable to find the expression she wanted, she herself took up the conversation.


    “A time will come when you’ll understand everything. The chief thing that gives a person power and faith in himself is when he begins to love a certain cause with all his heart, and knows it is a good cause of use to everybody. There is such a love. There’s everything. There’s no human being too mean to love. But it’s time for me to be getting out of all this magnificence.”


    Putting the stump of her cigarette in the saucer, she shook her head. Her golden hair fell back in thick waves. She walked away smiling. The mother followed her with her eyes, sighed, and looked around. Her thoughts came to a halt, and in a half-drowsy, oppressive condition of quiet, she began to get the dishes together.


    At four o’clock Nikolay appeared. Then they dined. Sofya, laughing at times, told how she met and concealed the fugitive, how she feared the spies, and saw one in every person she met, and how comically the fugitive conducted himself. Something in her tone reminded the mother of the boasting of a workingman who had completed a difficult piece of work to his own satisfaction. She was now dressed in a flowing, dove-colored robe, which fell from her shoulders to her feet in warm waves. The effect was soft and noiseless. She appeared to be taller in this dress; her eyes seemed darker, and her movements less nervous.


    “Now, Sofya,” said Nikolay after dinner, “here’s another job for you. You know we undertook to publish a newspaper for the village. But our connection with the people there was broken, thanks to the latest arrests. No one but Pelagueya Nilovna can show us the man who will undertake the distribution of the newspapers. You go with her. Do it as soon as possible.”


    “Very well,” said Sofya. “We’ll go, Pelagueya Nilovna.”


    “Yes, we’ll go.”


    “Is it far?”


    “About fifty miles.”


    “Splendid! And now I’m going to play a little. Do you mind listening to music, Pelagueya Nilovna?”


    “Don’t bother about me. Act as if I weren’t here,” said the mother, seating herself in the corner of the sofa. She saw that the brother and the sister went on with their affairs without giving heed to her; yet, at the same time, she seemed involuntarily to mix in their conversation, imperceptibly drawn into it by them.


    “Listen to this, Nikolay. It’s by Grieg. I brought it to-day. Shut the window.”


    She opened the piano, and struck the keys lightly with her left hand. The strings sang out a thick, juicy melody. Another note, breathing a deep, full breath, joined itself to the first, and together they formed a vast fullness of sound that trembled beneath its own weight. Strange, limpid notes rang out from under the fingers of her right hand, and darted off in an alarming flight, swaying and rocking and beating against one another like a swarm of frightened birds. And in the dark background the low notes sang in measured, harmonious cadence like the waves of the sea exhausted by the storm. Some one cried out, a loud, agitated, woeful cry of rebellion, questioned and appealed in impotent anguish, and, losing hope, grew silent; and then again sang his rueful plaints, now resonant and clear, now subdued and dejected. In response to this song came the thick waves of dark sound, broad and resonant, indifferent and hopeless. They drowned by their depth and force the swarm of ringing wails; questions, appeals, groans blended in the alarming song. At times the music seemed to take a desperate upward flight, sobbing and lamenting, and again precipitated itself, crept low, swung hither and thither on the dense, vibratory current of bass notes, foundered, and disappeared in them; and once more breaking through to an even cadence, in a hopeless, calm rumble, it grew in volume, pealed forth, and melted and dissolved in the broad flourish of humid notes — which continued to sigh with equal force and calmness, never wearying.


    At first the sounds failed to touch the mother. They were incomprehensible to her, nothing but a ringing chaos. Her ear could not gather a melody from the intricate mass of notes. Half asleep she looked at Nikolay sitting with his feet crossed under him at the other end of the long sofa, and at the severe profile of Sofya with her head enveloped in a mass of golden hair. The sun shone into the room. A single ray, trembling pensively, at first lighted up her hair and shoulder, then settled upon the keys of the piano, and quivered under the pressure of her fingers. The branches of the acacia rocked to and fro outside the window. The room became music-filled, and unawares to her, the mother’s heart was stirred. Three notes of nearly the same pitch, resonant as the voice of Fedya Mazin, sparkled in the stream of sounds, like three silvery fish in a brook. At times another note united with these in a simple song, which enfolded the heart in a kind yet sad caress. She began to watch for them, to await their warble, and she heard only their music, distinguished from the tumultuous chaos of sound, to which her ears gradually became deaf.


    And for some reason there rose before her out of the obscure depths of her past, wrongs long forgotten.


    Once her husband came home late, extremely intoxicated. He grasped her hand, threw her from the bed to the floor, kicked her in the side with his foot, and said:


    “Get out! I’m sick of you! Get out!”


    In order to protect herself from his blows, she quickly gathered her two-year-old son into her arms, and kneeling covered herself with his body as with a shield. He cried, struggled in her arms, frightened, naked, and warm.


    “Get out!” bellowed her husband.


    She jumped to her feet, rushed into the kitchen, threw a jacket over her shoulders, wrapped the baby in a shawl, and silently, without outcries or complaints, barefoot, in nothing but a shirt under her jacket, walked out into the street. It was in the month of May, and the night was fresh. The cold, damp dust of the street stuck to her feet, and got between her toes. The child wept and struggled. She opened her breast, pressed her son to her body, and pursued by fear walked down the street, quietly lulling the baby.


    It began to grow light. She was afraid and ashamed lest some one come out on the street and see her half naked. She turned toward the marsh, and sat down on the ground under a thick group of aspens. She sat there for a long time, embraced by the night, motionless, looking into the darkness with wide-open eyes, and timidly wailing a lullaby — a lullaby for her baby, which had fallen asleep, and a lullaby for her outraged heart.


    A gray bird darted over her head, and flew far away. It awakened her, and brought her to her feet. Then, shivering with cold, she walked home to confront the horror of blows and new insults.


    For the last time a heavy and resonant chord heaved a deep breath, indifferent and cold; it sighed and died away.


    Sofya turned around, and asked her brother softly:


    “Did you like it?”


    “Very much,” he said, nodding his head. “Very much.”


    Sofya looked at the mother’s face, but said nothing.


    “They say,” said Nikolay thoughtfully, throwing himself deeper back on the sofa, “that you should listen to music without thinking. But I can’t.”


    “Nor can I,” said Sofya, striking a melodious chord.


    “I listened, and it seemed to me that people were putting their questions to nature, that they grieved and groaned, and protested angrily, and shouted, ‘Why?’ Nature does not answer, but goes on calmly creating, incessantly, forever. In her silence is heard her answer: ‘I do not know.’”


    The mother listened to Nikolay’s quiet words without understanding them, and without desiring to understand. Her bosom echoed with her reminiscences, and she wanted more music. Side by side with her memories the thought unfolded itself before her: “Here live people, a brother and sister, in friendship; they live peacefully and calmly — they have music and books — they don’t swear at each other — they don’t drink whisky — they don’t quarrel for a relish — they have no desire to insult each other, the way all the people at the bottom do.”


    Sofya quickly lighted a cigarette; she smoked almost without intermission.


    “This used to be the favorite piece of Kostya,” she said, as a veil of smoke quickly enveloped her. She again struck a low mournful chord. “How I used to love to play for him! You remember how well he translated music into language?” She paused and smiled. “How sensitive he was! What fine feelings he had — so responsive to everything — so fully a man!”


    “She must be recalling memories of her husband,” the mother noted, “and she smiles!”


    “How much happiness that man gave me!” said Sofya in a low voice, accompanying her words with light sounds on the keys. “What a capacity he had for living! He was always aglow with joy, buoyant, childlike joy!”


    “Childlike,” repeated the mother to herself, and shook her head as if agreeing with something.


    “Ye-es,” said Nikolay, pulling his beard, “his soul was always singing.”


    “When I played this piece for him the first time, he put it in these words.” Sofya turned her face to her brother, and slowly stretched out her arms. Encircled with blue streaks of smoke, she spoke in a low, rapturous voice. “In a barren sea of the far north, under the gray canopy of the cold heavens, stands a lonely black island, an unpeopled rock, covered with ice; the smoothly polished shore descends abruptly into the gray, foaming billows. The transparently blue blocks of ice inhospitably float on the shaking cold water and press against the dark rock of the island. Their knocking resounds mournfully in the dead stillness of the barren sea. They have been floating a long time on the bottomless depths, and the waves splashing about them have quietly borne them toward the lonely rock in the midst of the sea. The sound is grewsome as they break against the shore and against one another, sadly inquiring: ‘Why?’”


    Sofya flung away the cigarette she had begun to smoke, turned to the piano, and again began to play the ringing plaints, the plaints of the lonely blocks of ice by the shore of the barren island in the sea of the far north.


    The mother was overcome with unendurable sadness as she listened to the simple sketch. It blended strangely with her past, into which her recollections kept boring deeper and deeper.


    “In music one can hear everything,” said Nikolay quietly.


    Sofya turned toward the mother, and asked:


    “Do you mind my noise?”


    The mother was unable to restrain her slight irritation.


    “I told you not to pay any attention to me. I sit here and listen and think about myself.”


    “No, you ought to understand,” said Sofya. “A woman can’t help understanding music, especially when in grief.”


    She struck the keys powerfully, and a loud shout went forth, as if some one had suddenly heard horrible news, which pierced him to the heart, and wrenched from him this troubled sound. Young voices trembled in affright, people rushed about in haste, pellmell. Again a loud, angry voice shouted out, drowning all other sounds. Apparently a catastrophe had occurred, in which the chief source of pain was an affront offered to some one. It evoked not complaints, but wrath. Then some kindly and powerful person appeared, who began to sing, just like Andrey, a simple beautiful song, a song of exhortation and summons to himself. The voices of the bass notes grumbled in a dull, offended tone.


    Sofya played a long time. The music disquieted the mother, and aroused in her a desire to ask of what it was speaking. Indistinct sensations and thoughts passed through her mind in quick succession. Sadness and anxiety gave place to moments of calm joy. A swarm of unseen birds seemed to be flying about in the room, penetrating everywhere, touching the heart with caressing wings, soothing and at the same time alarming it. The feelings in the mother’s breast could not be fixed in words. They emboldened her heart with perplexed hopes, they fondled it in a fresh and firm embrace.


    A kindly impulse came to her to say something good both to these two persons and to all people in general. She smiled softly, intoxicated by the music, feeling herself capable of doing work helpful to the brother and sister. Her eyes roved about in search of something to do for them. She saw nothing but to walk out into the kitchen quietly, and prepare the samovar. But this did not satisfy her desire. It struggled stubbornly in her breast, and as she poured out the tea she began to speak excitedly with an agitated smile. She seemed to bestow the words as a warm caress impartially on Sofya and Nikolay and on herself.


    “We people at the bottom feel everything; but it is hard for us to speak out our hearts. Our thoughts float about in us. We are ashamed because, although we understand, we are not able to express them; and often from shame we are angry at our thoughts, and at those who inspire them. We drive them away from ourselves. For life, you see, is so troublesome. From all sides we get blows and beatings; we want rest, and there come the thoughts that rouse our souls and demand things of us.”


    Nikolay listened, and nodded his head, rubbing his eyeglasses briskly, while Sofya looked at her, her large eyes wide open and the forgotten cigarette burning to ashes. She sat half turned from the piano, supple and shapely, at times touching the keys lightly with the slender fingers of her right hand. The pensive chord blended delicately with the speech of the mother, as she quickly invested her new feelings and thoughts in simple, hearty words.


    “Now I am able to say something about myself, about my people, because I understand life. I began to understand it when I was able to make comparisons. Before that time there was nobody to compare myself with. In our state, you see, all lead the same life, and now that I see how others live, I look back at my life, and the recollection is hard and bitter. But it is impossible to return, and even if you could, you wouldn’t find your youth again. And I think I understand a great deal. Here, I am looking at you, and I recollect all your people whom I’ve seen.” She lowered her voice and continued: “Maybe I don’t say things right, and I needn’t say them, because you know them yourself; but I’m just speaking for myself. You at once set me alongside of you. You don’t need anything of me; you can’t make use of me; you can’t get any enjoyment out of me, I know it. And day after day my heart grows, thank God! It grows in goodness, and I wish good for everybody. This is my thanks that I’m saying to you.” Tears of happy gratitude affected her voice, and looking at them with a smile in her eyes, she went on: “I want to open my heart before you, so that you may see how I wish your welfare.”


    “We see it,” said Nikolay in a low voice. “You’re making a holiday for us.”


    “What do you think I imagined?” the mother asked with a smile and lowering her voice. “I imagined I found a treasure, and became rich, and I could endow everybody. Maybe it’s only my stupidity that’s run away with me.”


    “Don’t speak like that,” said Sofya seriously. “You mustn’t be ashamed.”


    The mother began to speak again, telling Sofya and Nikolay of herself, her poor life, her wrongs, and patient sufferings. Suddenly she stopped in her narrative. It seemed to her that she was turning aside, away from herself, and speaking about somebody else. In simple words, without malice, with a sad smile on her lips, she drew the monotonous, gray sketch of sorrowful days. She enumerated the beatings she had received from her husband; and herself marveled at the trifling causes that led to them and her own inability to avert them.


    The brother and sister listened to her in attentive silence, impressed by the deep significance of the unadorned story of a human being, who was regarded as cattle are regarded, and who, without a murmur, for a long time felt herself to be that which she was held to be. It seemed to them as if thousands, nay millions, of lives spoke through her mouth. Her existence had been commonplace and simple; but such is the simple, ordinary existence of multitudes, and her story, assuming ever larger proportions in their eyes, took on the significance of a symbol. Nikolay, his elbows on the table, and his head leaning on his hands, looked at her through his glasses without moving, his eyes screwed up intently. Sofya flung herself back on her chair. Sometimes she trembled, and at times muttered to herself, shaking her head in disapproval. Her face grew paler. Her eyes deepened.


    “Once I thought myself unhappy. My life seemed a fever,” said Sofya, inclining her head. “That was when I was in exile. It was in a small district town. There was nothing to do, nothing to think about except myself. I swept all my misfortunes together into one heap, and weighed them, from lack of anything better to do. Then I quarreled with my father, whom I loved. I was expelled from the gymnasium, and insulted — the prison, the treachery of a comrade near to me, the arrest of my husband, again prison and exile, the death of my husband. But all my misfortunes, and ten times their number, are not worth a month of your life, Pelagueya Nilovna. Your torture continued daily through years. From where do the people draw their power to suffer?”


    “They get used to it,” responded the mother with a sigh.


    “I thought I knew that life,” said Nikolay softly. “But when I hear it spoken of — not when my books, not when my incomplete impressions speak about it, but she herself with a living tongue — it is horrible. And the details are horrible, the inanities, the seconds of which the years are made.”


    The conversation sped along, thoughtfully and quietly. It branched out and embraced the whole of common life on all sides. The mother became absorbed in her recollections. From her dim past she drew to light each daily wrong, and gave a massive picture of the huge, dumb horror in which her youth had been sunk. Finally she said:


    “Oh! How I’ve been chattering to you! It’s time for you to rest. I’ll never be able to tell you all.”


    The brother and sister took leave of her in silence. Nikolay seemed to the mother to bow lower to her than ever before and to press her hand more firmly. Sofya accompanied her to her room, and stopping at the door said softly: “Now rest. I hope you have a good night.”


    Her voice blew a warm breath on the mother, and her gray eyes embraced the mother’s face in a caress. She took Sofya’s hand and pressing it in hers, answered: “Thank you! You are good people.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER III


    
      
    


    


    Three days passed in incessant conversations with Sofya and Nikolay. The mother continued to recount tales of the past, which stubbornly arose from the depths of her awakened soul, and disturbed even herself. Her past demanded an explanation. The attention with which the brother and sister listened to her opened her heart more and more widely, freeing her from the narrow, dark cage of her former life.


    On the fourth day, early in the morning, she and Sofya appeared before Nikolay as burgher women, poorly clad in worn chintz skirts and blouses, with birch-bark sacks on their shoulders, and canes in their hands. This costume reduced Sofya’s height and gave a yet sterner appearance to her pale face.


    “You look as if you had walked about monasteries all your life,” observed Nikolay on taking leave of his sister, and pressed her hand warmly. The mother again remarked the simplicity and calmness of their relation to each other. It was hard for her to get used to it. No kissing, no affectionate words passed between them; but they behaved so sincerely, so amicably and solicitously toward each other. In the life she had been accustomed to, people kissed a great deal and uttered many sentimental words, but always bit at one another like hungry dogs.


    The women walked down the street in silence, reached the open country, and strode on side by side along the wide beaten road between a double row of birches.


    “Won’t you get tired?” the mother asked.


    “Do you think I haven’t done much walking? All this is an old story to me.”


    With a merry smile, as if speaking of some glorious childhood frolics, Sofya began to tell the mother of her revolutionary work. She had had to live under a changed name, use counterfeit documents, disguise herself in various costumes in order to hide from spies, carry hundreds and hundreds of pounds of illegal books through various cities, arrange escapes for comrades in exile, and escort them abroad. She had had a printing press fixed up in her quarters, and when on learning of it the gendarmes appeared to make a search, she succeeded in a minute’s time before their arrival in dressing as a servant, and walking out of the house just as her guests were entering at the gate. She met them there. Without an outer wrap, a light kerchief on her head, a tin kerosene can in her hand, she traversed the city from one end to the other in the biting cold of a winter’s day. Another time she had just arrived in a strange city to pay a visit to friends. When she was already on the stairs leading to their quarters, she noticed that a search was being conducted in their apartments. To turn back was too late. Without a second’s hesitation she boldly rang the bell at the door of a lower floor, and walked in with her traveling bag to unknown people. She frankly explained the position she was in.


    “You can hand me over to the gendarmes if you want to; but I don’t think you will,” she said confidently.


    The people were greatly frightened, and did not sleep the whole night. Every minute they expected the sound of the gendarmes knocking at the door. Nevertheless, they could not make up their minds to deliver her over to them, and the next morning they had a hearty laugh with her over the gendarmes.


    And once, dressed as a nun, she traveled in the same railroad coach, in fact, sat on the very same seat, with a spy, then in search of her. He boasted of his skill, and told her how he was conducting his search. He was certain she was riding on the same train as himself, in a second-class coach; but at every stop, after walking out, he came back saying: “Not to be seen. She must have gone to bed. They, too, get tired. Their life is a hard one, just like ours.”


    The mother listening to her stories laughed, and regarded her affectionately. Tall and dry, Sofya strode along the road lightly and firmly, at an even gait. In her walk, her words, and the very sound of her voice — although a bit dull, it was yet bold — in all her straight and stolid figure, there was much of robust strength, jovial daring, and thirst for space and freedom. Her eyes looked at everything with a youthful glance. She constantly spied something that gladdened her heart with childlike joy.


    “See what a splendid pine!” she exclaimed, pointing out a tree to the mother.


    The mother looked and stopped. It was a pine neither higher nor thicker than others.


    “Ye-es, ye-es, a good tree,” she said, smiling.


    “Do you hear? A lark!” Sofya raised her head, and looked into the blue expanse of the sky for the merry songster. Her gray eyes flashed with a fond glance, and her body seemed to rise from the ground to meet the music ringing from an unseen source in the far-distant height. At times bending over, she plucked a field flower, and with light touches of her slender, agile fingers, she fondly stroked the quivering petals and hummed quietly and prettily.


    Over them burned the kindly spring sun. The blue depths flashed softly. At the sides of the road stretched a dark pine forest. The fields were verdant, birds sang, and the thick, resinous atmosphere stroked the face warmly and tenderly.


    All this moved the mother’s heart nearer to the woman with the bright eyes and the bright soul; and, trying to keep even pace with her, she involuntarily pressed close to Sofya, as if desiring to draw into herself her hearty boldness and freshness.


    “How young you are!” the mother sighed.


    “I’m thirty-two years old already!”


    Vlasova smiled. “I’m not talking about that. To judge by your face, one would say you’re older; but one wonders that your eyes, your voice are so fresh, so springlike, as if you were a young girl. Your life is so hard and troubled, yet your heart is smiling.”


    “The heart is smiling,” repeated Sofya thoughtfully. “How well you speak — simple and good. A hard life, you say? But I don’t feel that it is hard, and I cannot imagine a better, a more interesting life than this.”


    “What pleases me more than anything else is to see how you all know the roads to a human being’s heart. Everything in a person opens itself out to you without fear or caution — just so, all of itself, the heart throws itself open to meet you. I’m thinking of all of you. You overcome the evil in the world — overcome it absolutely.”


    “We shall be victorious, because we are with the working people,” said Sofya with assurance. “Our power to work, our faith in the victory of truth we obtain from you, from the people; and the people is the inexhaustible source of spiritual and physical strength. In the people are vested all possibilities, and with them everything is attainable. It’s necessary only to arouse their consciousness, their soul, the great soul of a child, who is not given the liberty to grow.” She spoke softly and simply, and looked pensively before her down the winding depths of the road, where a bright haze was quivering.


    Sofya’s words awakened a complex feeling in the mother’s heart. For some reason she felt sorry for her. Her pity, however, was not offensive; not bred of familiarity. She marveled that here was a lady walking on foot and carrying a dangerous burden on her back.


    “Who’s going to reward you for your labors?”


    Sofya answered the mother’s thought with pride:


    “We are already rewarded for everything. We have found a life that satisfies us; we live broadly and fully, with all the power of our souls. What else can we desire?”


    Filling their lungs with the aromatic air, they paced along, not swiftly, but at a good, round gait. The mother felt she was on a pilgrimage. She recollected her childhood, the fine joy with which she used to leave the village on holidays to go to a distant monastery, where there was a wonder-working icon.


    Sometimes Sofya would hum some new unfamiliar songs about the sky and about love, or suddenly she would begin to recite poems about the fields and forests and the Volga. The mother listened, a smile on her face, swinging her head to the measure of the tune or rhythm, involuntarily yielding to the music. Her breast was pervaded by a soft, melancholy warmth, like the atmosphere in a little old garden on a summer night.


    On the third day they arrived at the village, and the mother inquired of a peasant at work in the field where the tar works were. Soon they were descending a steep woody path, on which the exposed roots of the trees formed steps through a small, round glade, which was choked up with coal and chips of wood caked with tar.


    Outside a shack built of poles and branches, at a table formed simply of three unplaned boards laid on a trestle stuck firmly into the ground, sat Rybin, all blackened, his shirt open at his breast, Yefim, and two other young men. They were just dining. Rybin was the first to notice the women. Shading his eyes with his hand, he waited in silence.


    “How do you do, brother Mikhaïl?” shouted the mother from afar.


    He arose and leisurely walked to meet them. When he recognized the mother, he stopped and smiled and stroked his beard with his black hand.


    “We are on a pilgrimage,” said the mother, approaching him. “And so I thought I would stop in and see my brother. This is my friend Anna.”


    Proud of her resourcefulness she looked askance at Sofya’s serious, stern face.


    “How are you?” said Rybin, smiling grimly. He shook her hand, bowed to Sofya, and continued: “Don’t lie. This isn’t the city. No need of lies. These are all our own people, good people.”


    Yefim, sitting at the table, looked sharply at the pilgrims, and whispered something to his comrades. When the women walked up to the table, he arose and silently bowed to them. His comrades didn’t stir, seeming to take no notice of the guests.


    “We live here like monks,” said Rybin, tapping the mother lightly on the shoulder. “No one comes to us; our master is not in the village; the mistress was taken to the hospital. And now I’m a sort of superintendent. Sit down at the table. Maybe you’re hungry. Yefim, bring some milk.”


    Without hurrying, Yefim walked into the shack. The travelers removed the sacks from their shoulders, and one of the men, a tall, lank fellow, rose from the table to help them. Another one, resting his elbows thoughtfully on the table, looked at them, scratching his head and quietly humming a song.


    The pungent odor of the fresh tar blended with the stifling smell of decaying leaves dizzied the newcomers.


    “This fellow is Yakob,” said Rybin, pointing to the tall man, “and that one Ignaty. Well, how’s your son?”


    “He’s in prison,” the mother sighed.


    “In prison again? He likes it, I suppose.”


    Ignaty stopped humming; Yakob took the staff from the mother’s hand, and said:


    “Sit down, little mother.”


    “Yes, why don’t you sit down?” Rybin extended the invitation to Sofya.


    She sat down on the stump of a tree, scrutinizing Rybin seriously and attentively.


    “When did they take him?” asked Rybin, sitting down opposite the mother, and shaking his head. “You’ve bad luck, Nilovna.”


    “Oh, well!”


    “You’re getting used to it?”


    “I’m not used to it, but I see it’s not to be helped.”


    “That’s right. Well, tell us the story.”


    Yefim brought a pitcher of milk, took a cup from the table, rinsed it with water, and after filling it shoved it across the table to Sofya. He moved about noiselessly, listening to the mother’s narrative. When the mother had concluded her short account, all were silent for a moment, looking at one another. Ignaty, sitting at the table, drew a pattern with his nails on the boards. Yefim stood behind Rybin, resting his elbows on his shoulders. Yakob leaned against the trunk of a tree, his hands folded over his chest, his head inclined. Sofya observed the peasants from the corner of her eye.


    “Yes,” Rybin drawled sullenly. “That’s the course of action they’ve decided on — to go out openly.”


    “If we were to arrange such a parade here,” said Yefim, with a surly smile, “they’d hack the peasants to death.”


    “They certainly would,” Ignaty assented, nodding his head. “No, I’ll go to the factory. It’s better there.”


    “You say Pavel’s going to be tried?” asked Rybin.


    “Yes. They’ve decided on a trial.”


    “Well, what’ll he get? Have you heard?”


    “Hard labor, or exile to Siberia for life,” answered the mother softly. The three young men simultaneously turned their look on her, and Rybin, lowering his head, asked slowly:


    “And when he got this affair up, did he know what was in store for him?”


    “I don’t know. I suppose he did.”


    “He did,” said Sofya aloud.


    All were silent, motionless, as if congealed by one cold thought.


    “So,” continued Rybin slowly and gravely. “I, too, think he knew. A serious man looks before he leaps. There, boys, you see, the man knew that he might be struck with a bayonet, or exiled to hard labor; but he went. He felt it was necessary for him to go, and he went. If his mother had lain across his path, he would have stepped over her body and gone his way. Wouldn’t he have stepped over you, Nilovna?”


    “He would,” said the mother shuddering and looking around. She heaved a heavy sigh. Sofya silently stroked her hand.


    “There’s a man for you!” said Rybin in a subdued voice, his dark eyes roving about the company. They all became silent again. The thin rays of the sun trembled like golden ribbons in the thick, odorous atmosphere. Somewhere a crow cawed with bold assurance. The mother looked around, troubled by her recollections of the first of May, and grieving for her son and Andrey.


    Broken barrels lay about in confusion in the small, crowded glade. Uprooted stumps stretched out their dead, scraggy roots, and chips of wood littered the ground. Dense oaks and birches encircled the clearing, and drooped over it slightly on all sides as if desiring to sweep away and destroy this offensive rubbish and dirt.


    Suddenly Yakob moved forward from the tree, stepped to one side, stopped, and shaking his head observed dryly:


    “So, when we’re in the army with Yefim, it’s on such men as Pavel Mikhaylovich that they’ll set us.”


    “Against whom did you think they’d make you go?” retorted Rybin glumly. “They choke us with our own hands. That’s where the jugglery comes in.”


    “I’ll join the army all the same,” announced Yefim obstinately.


    “Who’s trying to dissuade you?” exclaimed Ignaty. “Go!” He looked Yefim straight in the face, and said with a smile: “If you’re going to shoot at me, aim at the head. Don’t just wound me; kill me at once.”


    “I hear what you’re saying,” Yefim replied sharply.


    “Listen, boys,” said Rybin, letting his glance stray about the little assembly with a deliberate, grave gesture of his raised hand. “Here’s a woman,” pointing to the mother, “whose son is surely done for now.”


    “Why are you saying this?” the mother asked in a low, sorrowful voice.


    “It’s necessary,” he answered sullenly. “It’s necessary that your hair shouldn’t turn gray in vain, that your heart shouldn’t ache for nothing. Behold, boys! She’s lost her son, but what of it? Has it killed her? Nilovna, did you bring books?”


    The mother looked at him, and after a pause said:


    “I did.”


    “That’s it,” said Rybin, striking the table with the palm of his hand. “I knew it at once when I saw you. Why need you have come here, if not for that?” He again measured the young men with his eyes, and continued, solemnly knitting his eyebrows: “Do you see? They thrust the son out of the ranks, and the mother drops into his place.”


    He suddenly struck the table with both hands, and straightening himself said with an air that seemed to augur ill:


    “Those — —” — here he flung out a terrible oath— “those people don’t know what their blind hands are sowing. They will know when our power is complete and we begin to mow down their cursed grass. They’ll know it then!”


    The mother was frightened. She looked at him, and saw that Mikhaïl’s face had changed greatly. He had grown thinner; his beard was roughened, and his cheek bones seemed to have sharpened. The bluish whites of his eyes were threaded with thin red fibers, as if he had gone without sleep for a long time. His nose, less fleshy than formerly, had acquired a rapacious crook. His open, tar-saturated collar, attached to a shirt that had once been red, exposed his dry collar bones and the thick black hair on his breast. About his whole figure there was something more tragic than before. Red sparks seemed to fly from his inflamed eyes and light the lean, dark face with the fire of unconquerable, melancholy rage. Sofya paled and was silent, her gaze riveted on the peasant. Ignaty shook his head and screwed up his eyes, and Yakob, standing at the wall again, angrily tore splinters from the boards with his blackened fingers. Yefim, behind the mother, slowly paced up and down along the length of the table.


    “The other day,” continued Rybin, “a government official called me up, and, says he, ‘You blackguard, what did you say to the priest?’ ‘Why am I a blackguard?’ I say. ‘I earn my bread in the sweat of my brow, and I don’t do anything bad to people.’ That’s what I said. He bawled out at me, and hit me in the face. For three days and three nights I sat in the lockup.” Rybin grew infuriated. “That’s the way you speak to the people, is it?” he cried. “Don’t expect pardon, you devils. My wrong will be avenged, if not by me, then by another, if not on you, then on your children. Remember! The greed in your breasts has harrowed the people with iron claws. You have sowed malice; don’t expect mercy!”


    The wrath in Rybin seethed and bubbled; his voice shook with sounds that frightened the mother.


    “And what had I said to the priest?” he continued in a lighter tone. “After the village assembly he sits with the peasants in the street, and tells them something. ‘The people are a flock,’ says he, ‘and they always need a shepherd.’ And I joke. ‘If,’ I say, ‘they make the fox the chief in the forest, there’ll be lots of feathers but no birds.’ He looks at me sidewise and speaks about how the people ought to be patient and pray more to God to give them the power to be patient. And I say that the people pray, but evidently God has no time, because he doesn’t listen to them. The priest begins to cavil with me as to what prayers I pray. I tell him I use one prayer, like all the people, ‘O Lord, teach the masters to carry bricks, eat stones, and spit wood.’ He wouldn’t even let me finish my sentence. — Are you a lady?” Rybin asked Sofya, suddenly breaking off his story.


    “Why do you think I’m a lady?” she asked quickly, startled by the unexpectedness of his question.


    “Why?” laughed Rybin. “That’s the star under which you were born. That’s why. You think a chintz kerchief can conceal the blot of the nobleman from the eyes of the people? We’ll recognize a priest even if he’s wrapped in sackcloth. Here, for instance, you put your elbows on a wet table, and you started and frowned. Besides, your back is too straight for a working woman.”


    Fearing he would insult Sofya with his heavy voice and his raillery, the mother said quickly and sternly:


    “She’s my friend, Mikhaïl Ivanovich. She’s a good woman. Working in this movement has turned her hair gray. You’re not very — —”


    Rybin fetched a deep breath.


    “Why, was what I said insulting?”


    Sofya looked at him dryly and queried:


    “You wanted to say something to me?”


    “I? Not long ago a new man came here, a cousin of Yakob. He’s sick with consumption; but he’s learned a thing or two. Shall we call him?”


    “Call him! Why not?” answered Sofya.


    Rybin looked at her, screwing up his eyes.


    “Yefim,” he said in a lowered voice, “you go over to him, and tell him to come here in the evening.”


    Yefim went into the shack to get his cap; then silently, without looking at anybody, he walked off at a leisurely pace and disappeared in the woods. Rybin nodded his head in the direction he was going, saying dully:


    “He’s suffering torments. He’s stubborn. He has to go into the army, he and Yakob, here. Yakob simply says, ‘I can’t.’ And that fellow can’t either; but he wants to; he has an object in view. He thinks he can stir the soldiers. My opinion is, you can’t break through a wall with your forehead. Bayonets in their hands, off they go — where? They don’t see — they’re going against themselves. Yes, he’s suffering. And Ignaty worries him uselessly.”


    “No, not at all!” said Ignaty. He knit his eyebrows, and kept his eyes turned away from Rybin. “They’ll change him, and he’ll become just like all the other soldiers.”


    “No, hardly,” Rybin answered meditatively. “But, of course, it’s better to run away from the army. Russia is large. Where will you find the fellow? He gets himself a passport, and goes from village to village.”


    “That’s what I’m going to do, too,” remarked Yakob, tapping his foot with a chip of wood. “Once you’ve made up your mind to go against the government, go straight.”


    The conversation dropped off. The bees and wasps circled busily around humming in the stifling atmosphere. The birds chirped, and somewhere at a distance a song was heard straying through the fields. After a pause Rybin said:


    “Well, we’ve got to get to work. Do you want to rest? There are boards inside the shanty. Pick up some dry leaves for them, Yakob. And you, mother, give us the books. Where are they?”


    The mother and Sofya began to untie their sacks. Rybin bent down over them, and said with satisfaction:


    “That’s it! Well, well — not a few, I see. Have you been in this business a long time? What’s your name?” he turned toward Sofya.


    “Anna Ivanovna. Twelve years. Why?”


    “Nothing.”


    “Have you been in prison?”


    “I have.”


    He was silent, taking a pile of books in his hand, and said to her, showing his teeth:


    “Don’t take offense at the way I speak. A peasant and a nobleman are like tar and water. It’s hard for them to mix. They jump away from each other.”


    “I’m not a lady. I’m a human being,” Sofya retorted with a quiet laugh.


    “That may be. It’s hard for me to believe it; but they say it happens. They say that a dog was once a wolf. Now I’ll hide these books.”


    Ignaty and Yakob walked up to him, and both stretched out their hands.


    “Give us some.”


    “Are they all the same?” Rybin asked of Sofya.


    “No, they’re different. There’s a newspaper here, too.”


    “Oh!”


    The three men quickly walked into the shack.


    “The peasant is on fire,” said the mother in a low voice, looking after Rybin thoughtfully.


    “Yes,” answered Sofya. “I’ve never seen such a face as his — such a martyrlike face. Let’s go inside, too. I want to look at them.”


    When the women reached the door they found the men already engrossed in the newspapers. Ignaty was sitting on the board, the newspaper spread on his knees, and his fingers run through his hair. He raised his head, gave the women a rapid glance, and bent over his paper again. Rybin was standing to let the ray of sun that penetrated a chink in the roof fall on his paper. He moved his lips as he read. Ignaty read kneeling, with his breast against the edge of the board.


    Sofya felt the eagerness of the men for the word of truth. Her face brightened with a joyful smile. Walking carefully over to a corner, she sat down next to the mother, her arm on the mother’s shoulder, and gazed about silently.


    “Uncle Mikhaïl, they’re rough on us peasants,” muttered Yakob without turning.


    Rybin looked around at him, and answered with a smile:


    “For love of us. He who loves does not insult, no matter what he says.”


    Ignaty drew a deep breath, raised his head, smiled satirically, and closing his eyes said with a scowl:


    “Here it says: ‘The peasant has ceased to be a human being.’ Of course he has.” Over his simple, open face glided a shadow of offense. “Well, try to wear my skin for a day or so, and turn around in it, and then we’ll see what you’ll be like, you wiseacre, you!”


    “I’m going to lie down,” said the mother quietly. “I got tired, after all. My head is going around. And you?” she asked Sofya.


    “I don’t want to.”


    The mother stretched herself on the board and soon fell asleep. Sofya sat over her looking at the people reading. When the bees buzzed about the mother’s face, she solicitously drove them away.


    Rybin came up and asked:


    “Is she asleep?”


    “Yes.”


    He was silent for a moment, looked fixedly at the calm sleeping face, and said softly:


    “She is probably the first mother who has followed in the footsteps of her son — the first.”


    “Let’s not disturb her; let’s go away,” suggested Sofya.


    “Well, we have to work. I’d like to have a chat with you; but we’ll put it off until evening. Come, boys.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER IV


    
      
    


    


    The three men walked away, leaving Sofya in the cabin. Then from a distance came the sound of the ax blows, the echo straying through the foliage. In a half-dreamy condition of repose, intoxicated with the spicy odor of the forest, Sofya sat just outside the door, humming a song, and watching the approach of evening, which gradually enfolded the forest. Her gray eyes smiled softly at some one. The reddening rays of the sun fell more and more aslant. The busy chirping of the birds died away. The forest darkened, and seemed to grow denser. The trees moved in more closely about the choked-up glade, and gave it a more friendly embrace, covering it with shadows. Cows were lowing in the distance. The tar men came, all four together, content that the work was ended.


    Awakened by their voices the mother walked out from the cabin, yawning and smiling. Rybin was calmer and less gloomy. The surplus of his excitement was drowned in exhaustion.


    “Ignaty,” he said, “let’s have our tea. We do housekeeping here by turns. To-day Ignaty provides us with food and drink.”


    “To-day I’d be glad to yield my turn,” remarked Ignaty, gathering up pieces of wood and branches for an open-air fire.


    “We’re all interested in our guests,” said Yefim, sitting down by Sofya’s side.


    “I’ll help you,” said Yakob softly.


    He brought out a big loaf of bread baked in hot ashes, and began to cut it and place the pieces on the table.


    “Listen!” exclaimed Yefim. “Do you hear that cough?”


    Rybin listened, and nodded.


    “Yes, he’s coming,” he said to Sofya. “The witness is coming. I would lead him through cities, put him in public squares, for the people to hear him. He always says the same thing. But everybody ought to hear it.”


    The shadows grew closer, the twilight thickened, and the voices sounded softer. Sofya and the mother watched the actions of the peasants. They all moved slowly and heavily with a strange sort of cautiousness. They, too, constantly followed the women with their eyes, listening attentively to their conversation.


    A tall, stooping man came out of the woods into the glade, and walked slowly, firmly supporting himself on a cane. His heavy, raucous breathing was audible.


    “There is Savely!” exclaimed Yakob.


    “Here I am,” said the man hoarsely. He stopped, and began to cough.


    A shabby coat hung over him down to his very heels. From under his round, crumpled hat straggled thin, limp tufts of dry, straight, yellowish hair. His light, sparse beard grew unevenly upon his yellow, bony face; his mouth stood half-open; his eyes were sunk deep beneath his forehead, and glittered feverishly in their dark hollows.


    When Rybin introduced him to Sofya he said to her:


    “I heard you brought books for the people.”


    “I did.”


    “Thank you in the name of the people. They themselves cannot yet understand the book of truth. They cannot yet thank; so I, who have learned to understand it, render you thanks in their behalf.” He breathed quickly, with short, eager breaths, strangely drawing in the air through his dry lips. His voice broke. The bony fingers of his feeble hands crept along his breast trying to button his coat.


    “It’s bad for you to be in the woods so late; it’s damp and close here,” remarked Sofya.


    “Nothing is good for me any more,” he answered, out of breath. “Only death!”


    It was painful to listen to him. His entire figure inspired a futile pity that recognized its own powerlessness, and gave way to a sullen feeling of discomfort.


    The wood pile blazed up; everything round about trembled and shook; the scorched shadows flung themselves into the woods in fright. The round face of Ignaty with its inflated cheeks shone over the fire. The flames died down, and the air began to smell of smoke. Again the trees seemed to draw close and unite with the mist on the glade, listening in strained attention to the hoarse words of the sick man.


    “But as a witness of the crime, I can still bring good to the people. Look at me! I’m twenty-eight years old; but I’m dying. About ten years ago I could lift five hundred pounds on my shoulders without an effort. With such strength I thought I could go on for seventy years without dropping into the grave, and I’ve lived for only ten years, and can’t go on any more. The masters have robbed me; they’ve torn forty years of my life from me; they’ve stolen forty years from me.”


    “There, that’s his song,” said Rybin dully.


    The fire blazed up again, but now it was stronger and more vivid. Again the shadows leaped into the woods, and again darted back to the fire, quivering about it in a mute, astonished dance. The wood crackled, and the leaves of the trees rustled softly. Alarmed by the waves of the heated atmosphere, the merry, vivacious tongues of fire, yellow and red, in sportive embrace, soared aloft, sowing sparks. The burning leaves flew, and the stars in the sky smiled to the sparks, luring them up to themselves.


    “That’s not my song. Thousands of people sing it. But they sing it to themselves, not realizing what a salutary lesson their unfortunate lives hold for all. How many men, tormented to death by work, miserable cripples, maimed, die silently from hunger! It is necessary to shout it aloud, brothers, it is necessary to shout it aloud!” He fell into a fit of coughing, bending and all a-shiver.


    “Why?” asked Yefim. “My misery is my own affair. Just look at my joy.”


    “Don’t interrupt,” Rybin admonished.


    “You yourself said a man mustn’t boast of his misfortune,” observed Yefim with a frown.


    “That’s a different thing. Savely’s misfortune is a general affair, not merely his own. It’s very different,” said Rybin solemnly. “Here you have a man who has gone down to the depths and been suffocated. Now he shouts to the world, ‘Look out, don’t go there!’”


    Yakob put a pail of cider on the table, dropped a bundle of green branches, and said to the sick man:


    “Come, Savely, I’ve brought you some milk.”


    Savely shook his head in declination, but Yakob took him under the arm, lifted him, and made him walk to the table.


    “Listen,” said Sofya softly to Rybin. She was troubled and reproached him. “Why did you invite him here? He may die any minute.”


    “He may,” retorted Rybin. “Let him die among people. That’s easier than to die alone. In the meantime let him speak. He lost his life for trifles. Let him suffer a little longer for the sake of the people. It’s all right!”


    “You seem to take particular delight in it,” exclaimed Sofya.


    “It’s the masters who take pleasure in Christ as he groans on the cross. But what we want is to learn from a man, and make you learn something, too.”


    At the table the sick man began to speak again:


    “They destroy lives with work. What for? They rob men of their lives. What for, I ask? My master — I lost my life in the textile mill of Nefidov — my master presented one prima donna with a golden wash basin. Every one of her toilet articles was gold. That basin holds my life-blood, my very life. That’s for what my life went! A man killed me with work in order to comfort his mistress with my blood. He bought her a gold wash basin with my blood.”


    “Man is created in the image of God,” said Yefim, smiling. “And that’s the use to which they put the image. Fine!”


    “Well, then don’t be silent!” exclaimed Rybin, striking his palm on the table.


    “Don’t suffer it,” added Yakob softly.


    Ignaty laughed. The mother observed that all three men spoke little, but listened with the insatiable attention of hungry souls, and every time that Rybin spoke they looked into his face with watchful eyes. Savely’s talk produced a strange, sharp smile on their faces. No feeling of pity for the sick man was to be detected in their manner.


    Bending toward Sofya the mother whispered:


    “Is it possible that what he says is true?”


    Sofya answered aloud:


    “Yes, it’s true. The newspapers tell about such gifts. It happened in Moscow.”


    “And the man wasn’t executed for it?” asked Rybin dully. “But he should have been executed, he should have been led out before the people and torn to pieces. His vile, dirty flesh should have been thrown to the dogs. The people will perform great executions when once they arise. They’ll shed much blood to wash away their wrongs. This blood is theirs; it has been drained from their veins; they are its masters.”


    “It’s cold,” said the sick man. Yakob helped him to rise, and led him to the fire.


    The wood pile burned evenly and glaringly, and the faceless shadows quivered around it. Savely sat down on a stump, and stretched his dry, transparent hands toward the fire, coughing. Rybin nodded his head to one side, and said to Sofya in an undertone:


    “That’s sharper than books. That ought to be known. When they tear a workingman’s hand in a machine or kill him, you can understand — the workingman himself is at fault. But in a case like this, when they suck a man’s blood out of him and throw him away like a carcass — that can’t be explained in any way. I can comprehend every murder; but torturing for mere sport I can’t comprehend. And why do they torture the people? To what purpose do they torture us all? For fun, for mere amusement, so that they can live pleasantly on the earth; so that they can buy everything with the blood of the people, a prima donna, horses, silver knives, golden dishes, expensive toys for their children. You work, work, work, work more and more, and I’ll hoard money by your labor and give my mistress a golden wash basin.”


    The mother listened, looked, and once again, before her in the darkness, stretched the bright streak of the road that Pavel was going, and all those with whom he walked.


    When they had concluded their supper, they sat around the fire, which consumed the wood quickly. Behind them hung the darkness, embracing forest and sky. The sick man with wide-open eyes looked into the fire, coughed incessantly, and shivered all over. The remnants of his life seemed to be tearing themselves from his bosom impatiently, hastening to forsake the dry body, drained by sickness.


    “Maybe you’d better go into the shanty, Savely?” Yakob asked, bending over him.


    “Why?” he answered with an effort. “I’ll sit here. I haven’t much time left to stay with people, very little time.” He paused, let his eyes rove about the entire group, then with a pale smile, continued: “I feel good when I’m with you. I look at you, and think, ‘Maybe you will avenge the wrongs of all who were robbed, of all the people destroyed because of greed.’”


    No one replied, and he soon fell into a doze, his head limply hanging over his chest. Rybin looked at him, and said in a dull voice:


    “He comes to us, sits here, and always speaks of the same thing, of this mockery of man. This is his entire soul; he feels nothing else.”


    “What more do you want?” said the mother thoughtfully. “If people are killed by the thousands day after day working so that their masters may throw money away for sport, what else do you want?”


    “It’s endlessly wearying to listen to him,” said Ignaty in a low voice. “When you hear this sort of thing once, you never forget it, and he keeps harping on it all the time.”


    “But everything is crowded into this one thing. It’s his entire life, remember,” remarked Rybin sullenly.


    The sick man turned, opened his eyes, and lay down on the ground. Yakob rose noiselessly, walked into the cabin, brought out two short overcoats, and wrapped them about his cousin. Then he sat down beside Sofya.


    The merry, ruddy face of the fire smiled irritatingly as it illumined the dark figures about it; and the voices blended mournfully with the soft rustle and crackle of the flames.


    Sofya began to tell about the universal struggle of the people for the right to life, about the conflicts of the German peasants in the olden times, about the misfortunes of the Irish, about the great exploits of the workingmen of France in their frequent battling for freedom.


    In the forest clothed in the velvet of night, in the little glade bounded by the dumb trees, before the sportive face of the fire, the events that shook the world rose to life again; one nation of the earth after the other passed in review, drained of its blood, exhausted by combats; the names of the great soldiers for freedom and truth were recalled.


    The somewhat dull voice of the woman seemed to echo softly from the remoteness of the past. It aroused hope, it carried conviction; and the company listened in silence to its music, to the great story of their brethren in spirit. They looked into her face, lean and pale, and smiled in response to the smile of her gray eyes. Before them the cause of all the people of the world, the endless war for freedom and equality, became more vivid and assumed a greater holiness. They saw their desires and thoughts in the distance, overhung with the dark, bloody curtain of the past, amid strangers unknown to them; and inwardly, both in mind and heart, they became united with the world, seeing in it friends even in olden times, friends who had unanimously resolved to obtain right upon the earth, and had consecrated their resolve with measureless suffering, and shed rivers of their own blood. With this blood, mankind dedicated itself to a new life, bright and cheerful. A feeling arose and grew of the spiritual nearness of each unto each. A new heart was born on the earth, full of hot striving to embrace all and to unite all in itself.


    “A day is coming when the workingmen of all countries will raise their heads, and firmly declare, ‘Enough! We want no more of this life.’” Sofya’s low but powerful voice rang with assurance. “And then the fantastic power of those who are mighty by their greed will crumble; the earth will vanish from under their feet, and their support will be gone.”


    “That’s how it will be,” said Rybin, bending his head. “Don’t pity yourselves, and you will conquer everything.”


    The men listened in silence, motionless, endeavoring in no way to break the even flow of the narrative, fearing to cut the bright thread that bound them to the world. Only occasionally some one would carefully put a piece of wood in the fire, and when a stream of sparks and smoke rose from the pile he would drive them away from the woman with a wave of his hand.


    [image: ]


    “The men listened in silence.”


    Once Yakob rose and said:


    “Wait a moment, please.” He ran into the shack and brought out wraps. With Ignaty’s help he folded them about the shoulders and feet of the women.


    And again Sofya spoke, picturing the day of victory, inspiring people with faith in their power, arousing in them a consciousness of their oneness with all who give away their lives to barren toil for the amusement of the satiated.


    At break of dawn, exhausted, she grew silent, and smiling she looked around at the thoughtful, illumined faces.


    “It’s time for us to go,” said the mother.


    “Yes, it’s time,” said Sofya wearily.


    Some one breathed a noisy sigh.


    “I am sorry you’re going,” said Rybin in an unusually mild tone. “You speak well. This great cause will unite people. When you know that millions want the same as you do, your heart becomes better, and in goodness there is great power.”


    “You offer goodness, and get the stake in return,” said Yefim with a low laugh, and quickly jumped to his feet. “But they ought to go, Uncle Mikhaïl, before anybody sees them. We’ll distribute the books among the people; the authorities will begin to wonder where they came from; then some one will remember having seen the pilgrims here.”


    “Well, thank you, mother, for your trouble,” said Rybin, interrupting Yefim. “I always think of Pavel when I look at you, and you’ve gone the right way.”


    He stood before the mother, softened, with a broad, good-natured smile on his face. The atmosphere was raw, but he wore only one shirt, his collar was unbuttoned, and his breast was bared low. The mother looked at his large figure, and smiling also, advised:


    “You’d better put on something; it’s cold.”


    “There’s a fire inside of me.”


    The three young men standing at the burning pile conversed in a low voice. At their feet the sick man lay as if dead, covered with the short fur coats. The sky paled, the shadows dissolved, the leaves shivered softly, awaiting the sun.


    “Well, then, we must say good-by,” said Rybin, pressing Sofya’s hand. “How are you to be found in the city?”


    “You must look for me,” said the mother.


    The young men in a close group walked up to Sofya, and silently pressed her hand with awkward kindness. In each of them was evident grateful and friendly satisfaction, though they attempted to conceal the feeling which apparently embarrassed them by its novelty. Smiling with eyes dry with the sleepless night, they looked in silence into Sofya’s eyes, shifting from one foot to the other.


    “Won’t you drink some milk before you go?” asked Yakob.


    “Is there any?” queried Yefim.


    “There’s a little.”


    Ignaty, stroking his hair in confusion, announced:


    “No, there isn’t; I spilled it.”


    All three laughed. They spoke about milk, but the mother and Sofya felt that they were thinking of something else, and without words were wishing them well. This touched Sofya, and produced in her, too, embarrassment and modest reserve, which prevented her from saying anything more than a quiet and warm “Thank you, comrades.”


    They exchanged glances, as if the word “comrade” had given them a mild shock. The dull cough of the sick man was heard. The embers of the burning woodpile died out.


    “Good-by,” the peasants said in subdued tones; and the sad word rang in the women’s ears a long time.


    They walked without haste, in the twilight of the dawn, along the wood path. The mother striding behind Sofya said:


    “All this is good, just as in a dream — so good! People want to know the truth, my dear; yes, they want to know the truth. It’s like being in a church on the morning of a great holiday, when the priest has not yet arrived, and it’s dark and quiet; then it’s raw, and the people are already gathering. Here the candles are lighted before the images, and there the lamps are lighted; and little by little, they drive away the darkness, illumining the House of God.”


    “True,” answered Sofya. “Only here the House of God is the whole earth.”


    “The whole earth,” the mother repeated, shaking her head thoughtfully. “It’s so good that it’s hard to believe.”


    They walked and talked about Rybin, about the sick man, about the young peasants who were so attentively silent, and who so awkwardly but eloquently expressed a feeling of grateful friendship by little attentions to the women. They came out into the open field; the sun rose to meet them. As yet invisible, he spread out over the sky a transparent fan of rosy rays, and the dewdrops in the grass glittered with the many-colored gems of brave spring joy. The birds awoke fresh from their slumber, vivifying the morning with their merry, impetuous voices. The crows flew about croaking, and flapping their wings heavily. The black rooks jumped about in the winter wheat, conversing in abrupt accents. Somewhere the orioles whistled mournfully, a note of alarm in their song. The larks sang, soaring up to meet the sun. The distance opened up, the nocturnal shadows lifting from the hills.


    “Sometimes a man will speak and speak to you, and you won’t understand him until he succeeds in telling you some simple word; and this one word will suddenly lighten up everything,” the mother said thoughtfully. “There’s that sick man, for instance; I’ve heard and known myself how the workingmen in the factories and everywhere are squeezed; but you get used to it from childhood on, and it doesn’t touch your heart much. But he suddenly tells you such an outrageous, vile thing! O Lord! Can it be that people give their whole lives away to work in order that the masters may permit themselves pleasure? That’s without justification.”


    The thoughts of the mother were arrested by this fact. Its dull, impudent gleam threw light upon a series of similar facts, at one time known to her, but now forgotten.


    “It’s evident that they are satiated with everything. I know one country officer who compelled the peasants to salute his horse when it was led through the village; and he arrested everyone who failed to salute it. Now, what need had he of that? It’s impossible to understand.” After a pause she sighed: “The poor people are stupid from poverty, and the rich from greed.”


    Sofya began to hum a song bold as the morning.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER V


    
      
    


    


    The life of Nilovna flowed on with strange placidity. This calmness sometimes astonished her. There was her son immured in prison. She knew that a severe sentence awaited him, yet every time the idea of it came to her mind her thoughts strayed to Andrey, Fedya, and an endless series of other people she had never seen, but only heard of. The figure of her son appeared to her absorbing all the people into his own destiny. The contemplative feeling aroused in her involuntarily and unnoticeably diverted her inward gaze away from him to all sides. Like thin, uneven rays it touched upon everything, tried to throw light everywhere, and make one picture of the whole. Her mind was hindered from dwelling upon some one thing.


    Sofya soon went off somewhere, and reappeared in about five days, merry and vivacious. Then, in a few hours, she vanished again, and returned within a couple of weeks. It seemed as if she were borne along in life in wide circles.


    Nikolay, always occupied, lived a monotonous, methodical existence. At eight o’clock in the morning he drank tea, read the newspapers, and recounted the news to the mother. He repeated the speeches of the merchants in the Douma without malice, and clearly depicted the life in the city.


    Listening to him the mother saw with transparent clearness the mechanism of this life pitilessly grinding the people in the millstones of money. At nine o’clock he went off to the office.


    She tidied the rooms, prepared dinner, washed herself, put on a clean dress, and then sat in her room to examine the pictures and the books. She had already learned to read, but the effort of reading quickly exhausted her; and she ceased to understand the meaning of the words. But the pictures were a constant astonishment to her. They opened up before her a clear, almost tangible world of new and marvelous things. Huge cities arose before her, beautiful structures, machines, ships, monuments, and infinite wealth, created by the people, overwhelming the mind by the variety of nature’s products. Life widened endlessly; each day brought some new, huge wonders. The awakened hungry soul of the woman was more and more strongly aroused to the multitude of riches in the world, its countless beauties. She especially loved to look through the great folios of the zoölogical atlas, and although the text was written in a foreign language, it gave her the clearest conception of the beauty, wealth, and vastness of the earth.


    “It’s an immense world,” she said to Nikolay at dinner.


    “Yes, and yet the people are crowded for space.”


    The insects, particularly the butterflies, astonished her most.


    “What beauty, Nikolay Ivanovich,” she observed. “And how much of this fascinating beauty there is everywhere, but all covered up from us; it all flies by without our seeing it. People toss about, they know nothing, they are unable to take delight in anything, they have no inclination for it. How many could take happiness to themselves if they knew how rich the earth is, how many wonderful things live in it!”


    Nikolay listened to her raptures, smiled, and brought her new illustrated books.


    In the evening visitors often gathered in his house — Alexey Vasilyevich, a handsome man, pale-faced, black-bearded, sedate, and taciturn; Roman Petrovich, a pimply, round-headed individual always smacking his lips regretfully; Ivan Danilovich, a short, lean fellow with a pointed beard and thin hair, impetuous, vociferous, and sharp as an awl, and Yegor, always joking with his comrades about his sickness. Sometimes other people were present who had come from various distant cities. The long conversations always turned on one and the same thing, on the working people of the world. The comrades discussed the workingmen, got into arguments about them, became heated, waved their hands, and drank much tea; while Nikolay, in the noise of the conversation, silently composed proclamations. Then he read them to the comrades, who copied them on the spot in printed letters. The mother carefully collected the pieces of the torn, rough copies, and burned them.


    She poured out tea for them, and wondered at the warmth with which they discussed life and the working-people, the means whereby to sow truth among them the sooner and the better, and how to elevate their spirit. These problems were always agitating the comrades; their lives revolved about them. Often they angrily disagreed, blamed one another for something, got offended, and again discussed.


    The mother felt that she knew the life of the workingmen better than these people, and saw more clearly than they the enormity of the task they assumed. She could look upon them with the somewhat melancholy indulgence of a grown-up person toward children who play man and wife without understanding the drama of the relation.


    Sometimes Sashenka came. She never stayed long, and always spoke in a businesslike way without smiling. She did not once fail to ask on leaving how Pavel Mikhaylovich was.


    “Is he well?” she would ask.


    “Thank God! So, so. He’s in good spirits.”


    “Give him my regards,” the girl would request, and then disappear.


    Sometimes the mother complained to Sashenka because Pavel was detained so long and no date was yet set for his trial. Sashenka looked gloomy, and maintained silence, her fingers twitching. Nilovna was tempted to say to her: “My dear girl, why, I know you love him, I know.” But Sashenka’s austere face, her compressed lips, and her dry, businesslike manner, which seemed to betoken a desire for silence as soon as possible, forbade any demonstration of sentiment. With a sigh the mother mutely clasped the hand that the girl extended to her, and thought: “My unhappy girl!”


    Once Natasha came. She showed great delight at seeing the mother, kissed her, and among other things announced to her quietly, as if she had just thought of the thing:


    “My mother died. Poor woman, she’s dead!” She wiped her eyes with a rapid gesture of her hands, and continued: “I’m sorry for her. She was not yet fifty. She had a long life before her still. But when you look at it from the other side you can’t help thinking that death is easier than such a life — always alone, a stranger to everybody, needed by no one, scared by the shouts of my father. Can you call that living? People live waiting for something good, and she had nothing to expect except insults.”


    “You’re right, Natasha,” said the mother musingly. “People live expecting some good, and if there’s nothing to expect, what sort of a life is it?” Kindly stroking Natasha’s hand, she asked: “So you’re alone now?”


    “Alone!” the girl rejoined lightly.


    The mother was silent, then suddenly remarked with a smile:


    “Never mind! A good person does not live alone. People will always attach themselves to a good person.”


    Natasha was now a teacher in a little town where there was a textile mill, and Nilovna occasionally procured illegal books, proclamations, and newspapers for her. The distribution of literature, in fact, became the mother’s occupation. Several times a month, dressed as a nun or as a peddler of laces or small linen articles, as a rich merchant’s wife or a religious pilgrim, she rode or walked about with a sack on her back, or a valise in her hand. Everywhere, in the train, in the steamers, in hotels and inns, she behaved simply and unobtrusively. She was the first to enter into conversations with strangers, fearlessly drawing attention to herself by her kind, sociable talk and the confident manner of an experienced person who has seen and heard much.


    She liked to speak to people, liked to listen to their stories of life, their complaints, their perplexities, and lamentations. Her heart was bathed in joy each time she noticed in anybody poignant discontent with life, that discontent which, protesting against the blows of fate, earnestly seeks to find an answer to its questions. Before her the picture of human life unrolled itself ever wider and more varicolored, that restless, anxious life passed in the struggle to fill the stomach. Everywhere she clearly saw the coarse, bare striving, insolent in its openness, deceiving man, robbing him, pressing out of him as much sap as possible, draining him of his very life-blood. She realized that there was plenty of everything upon earth, but that the people were in want, and lived half starved, surrounded by inexhaustible wealth. In the cities stood churches filled with gold and silver, not needed by God, and at the entrance to the churches shivered the beggars vainly awaiting a little copper coin to be thrust into their hands. Formerly she had seen this, too — rich churches, priestly vestments sewed with gold threads, and the hovels of the poor, their ignominious rags. But at that time the thing had seemed natural; now the contrast was irreconcilable and insulting to the poor, to whom, she knew, the churches were both nearer and more necessary than to the rich.


    From the pictures and stories of Christ, she knew also that he was a friend of the poor, that he dressed simply. But in the churches, where poverty came to him for consolation, she saw him nailed to the cross with insolent gold, she saw silks and satins flaunting in the face of want. The words of Rybin occurred to her: “They have mutilated even our God for us, they have turned everything in their hands against us. In the churches they set up a scarecrow before us. They have dressed God up in falsehood and calumny; they have distorted His face in order to destroy our souls!”


    Without being herself aware of it, she prayed less; yet, at the same time, she meditated more and more upon Christ and the people who, without mentioning his name, as though ignorant of him, lived, it seemed to her, according to his will, and, like him, regarded the earth as the kingdom of the poor, and wanted to divide all the wealth of the earth among the poor. Her reflections grew in her soul, deepening and embracing everything she saw and heard. They grew and assumed the bright aspect of a prayer, suffusing an even glow over the entire dark world, the whole of life, and all people.


    And it seemed to her that Christ himself, whom she had always loved with a perplexed love, with a complicated feeling in which fear was closely bound up with hope, and joyful emotion with melancholy, now came nearer to her, and was different from what he had been. His position was loftier, and he was more clearly visible to her. His aspect turned brighter and more cheerful. Now his eyes smiled on her with assurance, and with a live inward power, as if he had in reality risen to life for mankind, washed and vivified by the hot blood lavishly shed in his name. Yet those who had lost their blood modestly refrained from mentioning the name of the unfortunate friend of the people.


    The mother always returned to Nikolay from her travels delightfully exhilarated by what she had seen and heard on the road, bold and satisfied with the work she had accomplished.


    “It’s good to go everywhere, and to see much,” she said to Nikolay in the evening. “You understand how life is arranged. They brush the people aside and fling them to the edge. The people, hurt and wounded, keep moving about, even though they don’t want to, and though they keep thinking: ‘What for? Why do they drive us away? Why must we go hungry when there is so much of everything? And how much intellect there is everywhere! Nevertheless, we must remain in stupidity and darkness. And where is He, the merciful God, in whose eyes there are no rich nor poor, but all are children dear to His heart.’ The people are gradually revolting against this life. They feel that untruth will stifle them if they don’t take thought of themselves.”


    And in her leisure hours she sat down to the books, and again looked over the pictures, each time finding something new, ever widening the panorama of life before her eyes, unfolding the beauties of nature and the vigorous creative capacity of man. Nikolay often found her poring over the pictures. He would smile and always tell her something wonderful. Struck by man’s daring, she would ask him incredulously, “Is it possible?”


    Quietly, with unshakable confidence in the truth of his prophecies, Nikolay peered with his kind eyes through his glasses into the mother’s face, and told her stories of the future.


    “There is no measure to the desires of man; and his power is inexhaustible,” he said. “But the world, after all, is still very slow in acquiring spiritual wealth. Because nowadays everyone desiring to free himself from dependence is compelled to hoard, not knowledge but money. However, when the people will have exterminated greed and will have freed themselves from the bondage of enslaving labor — —”


    She listened to him with strained attention. Though she but rarely understood the meaning of his words, yet the calm faith animating them penetrated her more and more deeply.


    “There are extremely few free men in the world — that’s its misfortune,” he said.


    This the mother understood. She knew men who had emancipated themselves from greed and evil; she understood that if there were more such people, the dark, incomprehensible, and awful face of life would become more kindly and simple, better and brighter.


    “A man must perforce be cruel,” said Nikolay dismally.


    The mother nodded her head in confirmation. She recalled the sayings of the Little Russian.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VI


    
      
    


    


    Once Nikolay, usually so punctual, came from his work much later than was his wont, and said, excitedly rubbing his hands: “Do you know, Nilovna, to-day at the visiting hour one of our comrades disappeared from prison? But we have not succeeded in finding out who.”


    The mother’s body swayed, overpowered by excitement. She sat down on a chair and asked with forced quiet:


    “Maybe it’s Pasha?”


    “Possibly. But the question is how to find him, how to help him keep in concealment. Just now I was walking about the streets to see if I couldn’t detect him. It was a stupid thing of me to do, but I had to do something. I’m going out again.”


    “I’ll go, too,” said the mother, rising.


    “You go to Yegor, and see if he doesn’t know anything about it,” Nikolay suggested, and quickly walked away.


    She threw a kerchief on her head, and, seized with hope, swiftly sped along the streets. Her eyes dimmed and her heart beat faster. Her head drooped; she saw nothing about her. It was hot. The mother lost breath, and when she reached the stairway leading to Yegor’s quarters, she stopped, too faint to proceed farther. She turned around and uttered an amazed, low cry, closing her eyes for a second. It seemed to her that Nikolay Vyesovshchikov was standing at the gate, his hands thrust into his pockets, regarding her with a smile. But when she looked again nobody was there.


    “I imagined I saw him,” she said to herself, slowly walking up the steps and listening. She caught the sound of slow steps, and stopping at a turn in the stairway, she bent over to look below, and again saw the pockmarked face smiling up at her.


    “Nikolay! Nikolay!” she whispered, and ran down to meet him. Her heart, stung by disappointment, ached for her son.


    “Go, go!” he answered in an undertone, waving his hand.


    She quickly ran up the stairs, walked into Yegor’s room, and found him lying on the sofa. She gasped in a whisper:


    “Nikolay is out of prison!”


    “Which Nikolay?” asked Yegor, raising his head from the pillow. “There are two there.”


    “Vyesovshchikov. He’s coming here!”


    “Fine! But I can’t rise to meet him.”


    Vyesovshchikov had already come into the room. He locked the door after him, and taking off his hat laughed quietly, stroking his hair. Yegor raised himself on his elbows.


    “Please, signor, make yourself at home,” he said with a nod.


    Without saying anything, a broad smile on his face, Nikolay walked up to the mother and grasped her hand.


    “If I had not seen you I might as well have returned to prison. I know nobody in the city. If I had gone to the suburbs they would have seized me at once. So I walked about, and thought what a fool I was — why had I escaped? Suddenly I see Nilovna running; off I am, after you.”


    “How did you make your escape?”


    Vyesovshchikov sat down awkwardly on the edge of the sofa and pressed Yegor’s hand.


    “I don’t know how,” he said in an embarrassed manner. “Simply a chance. I was taking my airing, and the prisoners began to beat the overseer of the jail. There’s one overseer there who was expelled from the gendarmerie for stealing. He’s a spy, an informer, and tortures the life out of everybody. They gave him a drubbing, there was a hubbub, the overseers got frightened and blew their whistles. I noticed the gates open. I walked up and saw an open square and the city. It drew me forward and I went away without haste, as if in sleep. I walked a little and bethought myself: ‘Where am I to go?’ I looked around and the gates of the prison were already closed. I began to feel awkward. I was sorry for the comrades in general. It was stupid somehow. I hadn’t thought of going away.”


    “Hm!” said Yegor. “Why, sir, you should have turned back, respectfully knocked at the prison door, and begged for admission. ‘Excuse me,’ you should have said,’I was tempted; but here I am.’”


    “Yes,” continued Nikolay, smiling; “that would have been stupid, too, I understand. But for all that, it’s not nice to the other comrades. I walk away without saying anything to anybody. Well, I kept on going, and I came across a child’s funeral. I followed the hearse with my head bent down, looking at nobody. I sat down in the cemetery and enjoyed the fresh air. One thought came into my head — —”


    “One?” asked Yegor. Fetching breath, he added: “I suppose it won’t feel crowded there.”


    Vyesovshchikov laughed without taking offense, and shook his head.


    “Well, my brain’s not so empty now as it used to be. And you, Yegor Ivanovich, still sick?”


    “Each one does what he can. No one has a right to interfere with him.” Yegor evaded an answer; he coughed hoarsely. “Continue.”


    “Then I went to a public museum. I walked about there, looked around, and kept thinking all the time: ‘Where am I to go next?’ I even began to get angry with myself. Besides, I got dreadfully hungry. I walked into the street and kept on trotting. I felt very down in the mouth. And then I saw police officers looking at everybody closely. ‘Well,’ thinks I to myself, ‘with my face I’ll arrive at God’s judgment seat pretty soon.’ Suddenly Nilovna came running opposite me. I turned about, and off I went after her. That’s all.”


    “And I didn’t even see you,” said the mother guiltily.


    “The comrades are probably uneasy about me. They must be wondering where I am,” said Nikolay, scratching his head.


    “Aren’t you sorry for the officials? I guess they’re uneasy, too,” teased Yegor. He moved heavily on the sofa, and said seriously and solicitously: “However, jokes aside, we must hide you — by no means as easy as pleasant. If I could get up—” His breath gave out. He clapped his hand to his breast, and with a weak movement began to rub it.


    “You’ve gotten very sick, Yegor Ivanovich,” said Nikolay gloomily, drooping his head. The mother sighed and cast an anxious glance about the little, crowded room.


    “That’s my own affair. Granny, you ask about Pavel. No reason to feign indifference,” said Yegor.


    Vyesovshchikov smiled broadly.


    “Pavel’s all right; he’s strong; he’s like an elder among us; he converses with the officials and gives commands; he’s respected. There’s good reason for it.”


    Vlasova nodded her head, listening, and looked sidewise at the swollen, bluish face of Yegor, congealed to immobility, devoid of expression. It seemed strangely flat, only the eyes flashed with animation and cheerfulness.


    “I wish you’d give me something to eat. I’m frightfully hungry,” Nikolay cried out unexpectedly, and smiled sheepishly.


    “Granny, there’s bread on the shelf — give it to him. Then go out in the corridor, to the second door on the left, and knock. A woman will open it, and you’ll tell her to snatch up everything she has to eat and come here.”


    “Why everything?” protested Nikolay.


    “Don’t get excited. It’s not much — maybe nothing at all.”


    The mother went out and rapped at the door. She strained her ears for an answering sound, while thinking of Yegor with dread and grief. He was dying, she knew.


    “Who is it?” somebody asked on the other side of the door.


    “It’s from Yegor Ivanovich,” the mother whispered. “He asked you to come to him.”


    “I’ll come at once,” the woman answered without opening the door. The mother waited a moment, and knocked again. This time the door opened quickly, and a tall woman wearing glasses stepped out into the hall, rapidly tidying the ruffled sleeves of her waist. She asked the mother harshly:


    “What do you want?”


    “I’m from Yegor Ivanovich.”


    “Aha! Come! Oh, yes, I know you!” the woman exclaimed in a low voice. “How do you do? It’s dark here.”


    Nilovna looked at her and remembered that this woman had come to Nikolay’s home on rare occasions.


    “All comrades!” flashed through her mind.


    The woman compelled Nilovna to walk in front.


    “Is he feeling bad?”


    “Yes; he’s lying down. He asked you to bring something to eat.”


    “Well, he doesn’t need anything to eat.”


    When they walked into Yegor’s room they were met by the words:


    “I’m preparing to join my forefathers, my friend. Liudmila Vasilyevna, this man walked away from prison without the permission of the authorities — a bit of shameless audacity. Before all, feed him, then hide him somewhere for a day or two.”


    The woman nodded her head and looked carefully at the sick man’s face.


    “Stop your chattering, Yegor,” she said sternly. “You know it’s bad for you. You ought to have sent for me at once, as soon as they came. And I see you didn’t take your medicine. What do you mean by such negligence? You yourself say it’s easier for you to breathe after a dose. Comrade, come to my place. They’ll soon call for Yegor from the hospital.”


    “So I’m to go to the hospital, after all?” asked Yegor, puckering up his face.


    “Yes, I’ll be there with you.”


    “There, too?”


    “Hush!”


    As she talked she adjusted the blanket on Yegor’s breast, looked fixedly at Nikolay, and with her eyes measured the quantity of medicine in the bottle. She spoke evenly, not loud, but in a resonant voice. Her movements were easy, her face was pale, with large blue circles around her eyes. Her black eyebrows almost met at the bridge of the nose, deepening the setting of her dark, stern eyes. Her face did not please the mother; it seemed haughty in its sternness and immobility, and her eyes were rayless. She always spoke in a tone of command.


    “We are going away,” she continued. “I’ll return soon. Give Yegor a tablespoon of this medicine.”


    “Very well,” said the mother.


    “And don’t let him speak.” She walked away, taking Nikolay with her.


    “Admirable woman!” said Yegor with a sigh. “Magnificent woman! You ought to be working with her, granny. You see, she gets very much worn out. It’s she that does all the printing for us.”


    “Don’t speak. Here, you’d better take this medicine,” the mother said gently.


    He swallowed the medicine and continued, for some reason screwing up one eye:


    “I’ll die all the same, even if I don’t speak.”


    He looked into the mother’s face with his other eye, and his lips slowly formed themselves into a smile. The mother bent her head, a sharp sensation of pity bringing tears into her eyes.


    “Never mind, granny. It’s natural. The pleasure of living carries with it the obligation to die.”


    The mother put her hand on his, and again said softly:


    “Keep quiet, please!”


    He shut his eyes as if listening to the rattle in his breast, and went on stubbornly.


    “It’s senseless to keep quiet, granny. What’ll I gain by keeping quiet? A few superfluous seconds of agony. And I’ll lose the great pleasure of chattering with a good person. I think that in the next world there aren’t such good people as here.”


    The mother uneasily interrupted him.


    “The lady will come, and she’ll scold me because you talk.”


    “She’s no lady. She’s a revolutionist, the daughter of a village scribe, a teacher. She is sure to scold you anyhow, granny. She scolds everybody always.” And, slowly moving his lips with an effort, Yegor began to relate the life history of his neighbor. His eyes smiled. The mother saw that he was bantering her purposely. As she regarded his face, covered with a moist blueness, she thought distressfully that he was near to death.


    Liudmila entered, and carefully closing the door after her, said, turning to Vlasova:


    “Your friend ought to change his clothes without fail, and leave here as soon as possible. So go at once; get him some clothes, and bring them here. I’m sorry Sofya’s not here. Hiding people is her specialty.”


    “She’s coming to-morrow,” remarked Vlasova, throwing her shawl over her shoulders. Every time she was given a commission the strong desire seized her to accomplish it promptly and well, and she was unable to think of anything but the task before her. Now, lowering her brows with an air of preoccupation, she asked zealously:


    “How should we dress him, do you think?”


    “It’s all the same. It’s night, you know.”


    “At night it’s worse. There are less people on the street, and the police spy around more; and, you know, he’s rather awkward.”


    Yegor laughed hoarsely.


    “You’re a young girl yet, granny.”


    “May I visit you in the hospital?”


    He nodded his head, coughing. Liudmila glanced at the mother with her dark eyes and suggested:


    “Do you want to take turns with me in attending him? Yes? Very well. And now go quickly.”


    She vigorously seized Vlasova by the hand, with perfect good nature, however, and led her out of the door.


    “You mustn’t be offended,” she said softly, “because I dismiss you so abruptly. I know it’s rude; but it’s harmful for him to speak, and I still have hopes of his recovery.” She pressed her hands together until the bones cracked. Her eyelids drooped wearily over her eyes.


    The explanation disturbed the mother. She murmured:


    “Don’t talk that way. The idea! Who thought of rudeness? I’m going; good-by.”


    “Look out for the spies!” whispered the woman.


    “I know,” the mother answered with some pride.


    She stopped for a minute outside the gate to look around sharply under the pretext of adjusting her kerchief. She was already able to distinguish spies in a street crowd almost immediately. She recognized the exaggerated carelessness of their gait, their strained attempt to be free in their gestures, the expression of tedium on their faces, the wary, guilty glimmer of their restless, unpleasantly sharp gaze badly hidden behind their feigned candor.


    This time she did not notice any familiar faces, and walked along the street without hastening. She took a cab, and gave orders to be driven to the market place. When buying the clothes for Nikolay she bargained vigorously with the salespeople, all the while scolding at her drunken husband whom she had to dress anew every month. The tradespeople paid little attention to her talk, but she herself was greatly pleased with her ruse. On the road she had calculated that the police would, of course, understand the necessity for Nikolay to change his clothes, and would send spies to the market. With such naïve precautions, she returned to Yegor’s quarters; then she had to escort Nikolay to the outskirts of the city. They took different sides of the street, and it was amusing to the mother to see how Vyesovshchikov strode along heavily, with bent head, his legs getting tangled in the long flaps of his russet-colored coat, his hat falling over his nose. In one of the deserted streets, Sashenka met them, and the mother, taking leave of Vyesovshchikov with a nod of her head, turned toward home with a sigh of relief.


    “And Pasha is in prison with Andriusha!” she thought sadly.


    Nikolay met her with an anxious exclamation:


    “You know that Yegor is in a very bad way, very bad! He was taken to the hospital. Liudmila was here. She asks you to come to her there.”


    “At the hospital?”


    Adjusting his eyeglasses with a nervous gesture, Nikolay helped her on with her jacket and pressed her hand in a dry, hot grasp. His voice was low and tremulous. “Yes. Take this package with you. Have you disposed of Vyesovshchikov all right?”


    “Yes, all right.”


    “I’ll come to Yegor, too!”


    The mother’s head was in a whirl with fatigue, and Nikolay’s emotion aroused in her a sad premonition of the drama’s end.


    “So he’s dying — he’s dying!” The dark thought knocked at her brain heavily and dully.


    But when she entered the bright, tidy little room of the hospital and saw Yegor sitting on the pallet propped against the wide bosom of the pillow, and heard him laugh with zest, she was at once relieved. She paused at the door, smiling, and listened to Yegor talk with the physician in a hoarse but lively voice.


    “A cure is a reform.”


    “Don’t talk nonsense!” the physician cried officiously in a thin voice.


    “And I’m a revolutionist! I detest reforms!”


    The physician, thoughtfully pulling his beard, felt the dropsical swelling on Yegor’s face. The mother knew him well. He was Ivan Danilovich, one of the close comrades of Nikolay. She walked up to Yegor, who thrust forth his tongue by way of welcome to her. The physician turned around.


    “Ah, Nilovna! How are you? Sit down. What have you in your hand?”


    “It must be books.”


    “He mustn’t read.”


    “The doctor wants to make an idiot of me,” Yegor complained.


    “Keep quiet!” the physician commanded, and began to write in a little book.


    The short, heavy breaths, accompanied by rattling in his throat, fairly tore themselves from Yegor’s breast, and his face became covered with thin perspiration. Slowly raising his swollen hand, he wiped his forehead with the palm. The strange immobility of his swollen cheeks denaturalized his broad, good face, all the features of which disappeared under the dead, bluish mask. Only his eyes, deeply sunk beneath the swellings, looked out clear and smiling benevolently.


    “Oh, Science, I’m tired! May I lie down?”


    “No, you mayn’t.”


    “But I’m going to lie down after you go.”


    “Nilovna, please don’t let him. It’s bad for him.”


    The mother nodded. The physician hurried off with short steps. Yegor threw back his head, closed his eyes and sank into a torpor, motionless save for the twitching of his fingers. The white walls of the little room seemed to radiate a dry coldness and a pale, faceless sadness. Through the large window peered the tufted tops of the lime trees, amid whose dark, dusty foliage yellow stains were blazing, the cold touches of approaching autumn.


    “Death is coming to me slowly, reluctantly,” said Yegor without moving and without opening his eyes. “He seems to be a little sorry for me. I was such a fine, sociable chap.”


    “You’d better keep quiet, Yegor Ivanovich!” the mother bade, quietly stroking his hand.


    “Wait, granny, I’ll be silent soon.”


    Losing breath every once in a while, enunciating the words with a mighty effort, he continued his talk, interrupted by long spells of faintness.


    “It’s splendid to have you with me. It’s pleasant to see your face, granny, and your eyes so alert, and your naïveté. ‘How will it end?’ I ask myself. It’s sad to think that the prison, exile, and all sorts of vile outrages await you as everybody else. Are you afraid of prison?”


    “No,” answered the mother softly.


    “But after all the prison is a mean place. It’s the prison that knocked me up. To tell you the truth, I don’t want to die.”


    “Maybe you won’t die yet,” the mother was about to say, but a look at his face froze the words on her lips.


    “If I hadn’t gotten sick I could have worked yet, not badly; but if you can’t work there’s nothing to live for, and it’s stupid to live.”


    “That’s true, but it’s no consolation.” Andrey’s words flashed into the mother’s mind, and she heaved a deep sigh. She was greatly fatigued by the day, and hungry. The monotonous, humid, hoarse whisper of the sick man filled the room and crept helplessly along the smooth, cold, shining walls. At the windows the dark tops of the lime trees trembled quietly. It was growing dusk, and Yegor’s face on the pillow turned dark.


    “How bad I feel,” he said. He closed his eyes and became silent. The mother listened to his breathing, looked around, and sat for a few minutes motionless, seized by a cold sensation of sadness. Finally she dozed off.


    The muffled sound of a door being carefully shut awakened her, and she saw the kind, open eyes of Yegor.


    “I fell asleep; excuse me,” she said quietly.


    “And you excuse me,” he answered, also quietly. At the door was heard a rustle and Liudmila’s voice.


    “They sit in the darkness and whisper. Where is the knob?”


    The room trembled and suddenly became filled with a white, unfriendly light. In the middle of the room stood Liudmila, all black, tall, straight, and serious. Yegor transferred his glance to her, and making a great effort to move his body, raised his hand to his breast.


    “What’s the matter?” exclaimed Liudmila, running up to him. He looked at the mother with fixed eyes, and now they seemed large and strangely bright.


    “Wait!” he whispered.


    Opening his mouth wide, he raised his head and stretched his hand forward. The mother carefully held it up and caught her breath as she looked into his face. With a convulsive and powerful movement of his neck he flung his head back, and said aloud:


    “Give me air!”


    A quiver ran through his body; his head dropped limply on his shoulder, and in his wide open eyes the cold light of the lamp burning over the bed was reflected dully.


    “My darling!” whispered the mother, firmly pressing his hand, which suddenly grew heavy.


    Liudmila slowly walked away from the bed, stopped at the window and stared into space.


    “He’s dead!” she said in an unusually loud voice unfamiliar to Vlasova. She bent down, put her elbows on the window sill, and repeated in dry, startled tones: “He’s dead! He died calmly, like a man, without complaint.” And suddenly, as if struck a blow on the head, she dropped faintly on her knees, covered her face, and gave vent to dull, stifled groans.
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    The mother folded Yegor’s hands over his breast and adjusted his head, which was strangely warm, on the pillow. Then silently wiping her eyes, she went to Liudmila, bent over her, and quietly stroked her thick hair. The woman slowly turned around to her, her dull eyes widened in a sickly way. She rose to her feet, and with trembling lips whispered:


    “I’ve known him for a long time. We were in exile together. We went there together on foot, we sat in prison together; at times it was intolerable, disgusting; many fell in spirit.”


    Her dry, loud groans stuck in her throat. She overcame them with an effort, and bringing her face nearer to the mother’s she continued in a quick whisper, moaning without tears:


    “Yet he was unconquerably jolly. He joked and laughed, and covered up his suffering in a manly way, always striving to encourage the weak. He was always good, alert, kind. There, in Siberia, idleness depraves people, and often calls forth ugly feelings toward life. How he mastered such feelings! What a comrade he was! If you only knew. His own life was hard and tormented; but I know that nobody ever heard him complain, not a soul — never! Here was I, nearer to him than others. I’m greatly indebted to his heart, to his mind. He gave me all he could of it; and though exhausted, he never asked either kindness or attention in return.”


    She walked up to Yegor, bent down and kissed him. Her voice was husky as she said mournfully:


    “Comrade, my dear, dear friend, I thank you with all my heart! Good-by. I shall work as you worked — unassailed by doubt — all my life — good-by!”


    The dry, sharp groans shook her body, and gasping for breath she laid her head on the bed at Yegor’s feet. The mother wept silent tears which seared her cheeks. For some reason she tried to restrain them. She wanted to fondle Liudmila, and wanted to speak about Yegor with words of love and grief. She looked through her tears at his swollen face, at his eyes calmly covered by his drooping eyelids as in sleep, and at his dark lips set in a light, serene smile. It was quiet, and a bleak brightness pervaded the room.


    Ivan Danilovich entered, as always, with short, hasty steps. He suddenly stopped in the middle of the room, and thrust his hands into his pockets with a quick gesture.


    “Did it happen long ago?” His voice was loud and nervous.


    Neither woman replied. He quietly swung about, and wiping his forehead went to Yegor, pressed his hand, and stepped to one side.


    “It’s not strange — with his heart. It might have happened six months ago.”


    His voice, high-pitched and jarringly loud for the occasion, suddenly broke off. Leaning his back against the wall, he twisted his beard with nimble fingers, and winking his eyes, rapidly looked at the group by the bed.


    “One more!” he muttered.


    Liudmila rose and walked over to the window. The mother raised her head and glanced around with a sigh. A minute afterwards they all three stood at the open window, pressing close against one another, and looked at the dusky face of the autumn night. On the black tops of the trees glittered the stars, endlessly deepening the distance of the sky.


    Liudmila took the mother by the hand, and silently pressed her head to her shoulders. The physician nervously bit his lips and wiped his eyeglasses with his handkerchief. In the stillness beyond the window the nocturnal noise of the city heaved wearily, and cold air blew on their faces and shoulders. Liudmila trembled; the mother saw tears running down her cheeks. From the corridor of the hospital floated confused, dismal sounds. The three stood motionless at the window, looking silently into the darkness.


    The mother felt herself not needed, and carefully freeing her hand, went to the door, bowing to Yegor.


    “Are you going?” the physician asked softly without looking around.


    “Yes.”


    In the street she thought with pity of Liudmila, remembering her scant tears. She couldn’t even have a good cry. Then she pictured to herself Liudmila and the physician in the extremely light white room, the dead eyes of Yegor behind them. A compassion for all people oppressed her. She sighed heavily, and hastened her pace, driven along by her tumultuous feelings.


    “I must hurry,” she thought in obedience to a sad but encouraging power that jostled her from within.


    The whole of the following day the mother was busy with preparations for the funeral. In the evening when she, Nikolay, and Sofya were drinking tea, quietly talking about Yegor, Sashenka appeared, strangely brimming over with good spirits, her cheeks brilliantly red, her eyes beaming happily. She seemed to be filled with some joyous hope. Her animation contrasted sharply with the mournful gloom of the others. The discordant note disturbed them and dazzled them like a fire that suddenly flashes in the darkness. Nikolay thoughtfully struck his fingers on the table and smiled quietly.


    “You’re not like yourself to-day, Sasha.”


    “Perhaps,” she laughed happily.


    The mother looked at her in mute remonstrance, and Sofya observed in a tone of admonishment:


    “And we were talking about Yegor Ivanovich.”


    “What a wonderful fellow, isn’t he?” she exclaimed. “Modest, proof against doubt, he probably never yielded to sorrow. I have never seen him without a joke on his lips; and what a worker! He is an artist of the revolution, a great master, who skillfully manipulates revolutionary thoughts. With what simplicity and power he always draws his pictures of falsehood, violence and untruth! And what a capacity he has for tempering the horrible with his gay humor which does not diminish the force of facts but only the more brightly illumines his inner thought! Always droll! I am greatly indebted to him, and I shall never forget his merry eyes, his fun. And I shall always feel the effect of his ideas upon me in the time of my doubts — I love him!”


    She spoke in a moderated voice, with a melancholy smile in her eyes. But the incomprehensible fire of her gaze was not extinguished; her exultation was apparent to everybody.


    People love their own feelings — sometimes the very feelings that are harmful to them — are enamored of them, and often derive keen pleasure even from grief, a pleasure that corrodes the heart. Nikolay, the mother, and Sofya were unwilling to let the sorrowful mood produced by the death of their comrade give way to the joy brought in by Sasha. Unconsciously defending their melancholy right to feed on their sadness, they tried to impose their feelings on the girl.


    “And now he’s dead,” announced Sofya, watching her carefully.


    Sasha glanced around quickly, with a questioning look. She knit her eyebrows and lowered her head. She was silent for a short time, smoothing her hair with slow strokes of her hand.


    “He’s dead?” She again cast a searching glance into their faces. “It’s hard for me to reconcile myself to the idea.”


    “But it’s a fact,” said Nikolay with a smile.


    Sasha arose, walked up and down the room, and suddenly stopping, said in a strange voice:


    “What does ‘to die’ signify? What died? Did my respect for Yegor die? My love for him, a comrade? The memory of his mind’s labor? Did that labor die? Did all our impressions of him as of a hero disappear without leaving a trace? Did all this die? This best in him will never die out of me, I know. It seems to me we’re in too great a hurry to say of a man ‘he’s dead.’ That’s the reason we too soon forget that a man never dies if we don’t wish our impressions of his manhood, his self-denying toil for the triumph of truth and happiness to disappear. We forget that everything should always be alive in living hearts. Don’t be in a hurry to bury the eternally alive, the ever luminous, along with a man’s body. The church is destroyed, but God is immortal.”


    Carried away by her emotions she sat down, leaning her elbows on the table, and continued more thoughtfully in a lower voice, looking smilingly through mist-covered eyes at the faces of the comrades:


    “Maybe I’m talking nonsense. But life intoxicates me by its wonderful complexity, by the variety of its phenomena, which at times seem like a miracle to me. Perhaps we are too sparing in the expenditure of our feelings. We live a great deal in our thoughts, and that spoils us to a certain extent. We estimate, but we don’t feel.”


    “Did anything good happen to you?” asked Sofya with a smile.


    “Yes,” said Sasha, nodding her head. “I had a whole night’s talk with Vyesovshchikov. I didn’t use to like him. He seemed rude and dull. Undoubtedly that’s what he was. A dark, immovable irritation at everybody lived in him. He always used to place himself, as it were, like a dead weight in the center of things, and wrathfully say, ‘I, I, I.’ There was something bourgeois in this, low, and exasperating.” She smiled, and again took in everybody with her burning look.


    “Now he says: ‘Comrades’ — and you ought to hear how he says it, with what a stirring, tender love. He has grown marvelously simple and open-hearted, and possessed with a desire to work. He has found himself, he has measured his power, and knows what he is not. But the main thing is, a true comradely feeling has been born in him, a broad, loving comradeship, which smiles in the face of every difficulty in life.”


    Vlasova listened to Sasha attentively. She was glad to see this girl, always so stern, now softened, cheerful, and happy. Yet from some deeps of her soul arose the jealous thought: “And how about Pasha?”


    “He’s entirely absorbed in thoughts of the comrades,” continued Sasha. “And do you know of what he assures me? Of the necessity of arranging an escape for them. He says it’s a very simple, easy matter.”


    Sofya raised her head, and said animatedly:


    “And what do you think, Sasha? Is it feasible?”


    The mother trembled as she set a cup of tea on the table. Sasha knit her brows, her animation gone from her. After a moment’s silence, she said in a serious voice, but smiling in joyous confusion:


    “He’s convinced. If everything is really as he says, we ought to try. It’s our duty.” She blushed, dropped into a chair, and lapsed into silence.


    “My dear, dear girl!” the mother thought, smiling. Sofya also smiled, and Nikolay, looking tenderly into Sasha’s face, laughed quietly. The girl raised her head with a stern glance for all. Then she paled, and her eyes flashed, and she said dryly, the offense she felt evident in her voice:


    “You’re laughing. I understand you. You consider me personally interested in the case, don’t you?”


    “Why, Sasha?” asked Sofya, rising and going over to her.


    Agitated, pale, the girl continued:


    “But I decline. I’ll not take any part in deciding the question if you consider it.”


    “Stop, Sasha,” said Nikolay calmly.


    The mother understood the girl. She went to her and kissed her silently on her head. Sasha seized her hand, leaned her cheek on it, and raised her reddened face, looking into the mother’s eyes, troubled and happy. The mother silently stroked her hair. She felt sad at heart. Sofya seated herself at Sasha’s side, her arm over her shoulder, and said, smiling into the girl’s eyes:


    “You’re a strange person.”


    “Yes, I think I’ve grown foolish,” Sasha acknowledged. “But I don’t like shadows.”


    “That’ll do,” said Nikolay seriously, but immediately followed up the admonition by the businesslike remark: “There can’t be two opinions as to the escape, if it’s possible to arrange it. But before everything, we must know whether the comrades in prison want it.”


    Sasha drooped her head. Sofya, lighting a cigarette, looked at her brother, and with a broad sweep of her arm dropped the match in a corner.


    “How is it possible they should not want it?” asked the mother with a sigh. Sofya nodded to her, smiling, and walked over to the window. The mother could not understand the failure of the others to respond, and looked at them in perplexity. She wanted so much to hear more about the possibility of an escape.


    “I must see Vyesovshchikov,” said Nikolay.


    “All right. To-morrow I’ll tell you when and where,” replied Sasha.


    “What is he going to do?” asked Sofya, pacing through the room.


    “It’s been decided to make him compositor in a new printing place. Until then he’ll stay with the forester.”


    Sasha’s brow lowered. Her face assumed its usual severe expression. Her voice sounded caustic. Nikolay walked up to the mother, who was washing cups, and said to her:


    “You’ll see Pasha day after to-morrow. Hand him a note when you’re there. Do you understand? We must know.”


    “I understand. I understand,” the mother answered quickly. “I’ll deliver it to him all right. That’s my business.”


    “I’m going,” Sasha announced, and silently shook hands with everybody. She strode away, straight and dry-eyed, with a peculiarly heavy tread.


    “Poor girl!” said Sofya softly.


    “Ye-es,” Nikolay drawled. Sofya put her hand on the mother’s shoulder and gave her a gentle little shake as she sat in the chair.


    “Would you love such a daughter?” and Sofya looked into the mother’s face.


    “Oh! If I could see them together, if only for one day!” exclaimed Nilovna, ready to weep.


    “Yes, a bit of happiness is good for everybody.”


    “But there are no people who want only a bit of happiness,” remarked Nikolay; “and when there’s much of it, it becomes cheap.”


    Sofya sat herself at the piano, and began to play something low and doleful.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VIII


    
      
    


    


    The next morning a number of men and women stood at the gate of the hospital waiting for the coffin of their comrade to be carried out to the street. Spies watchfully circled about, their ears alert to catch each sound, noting faces, manners, and words. From the other side of the street a group of policemen with revolvers at their belts looked on. The impudence of the spies, the mocking smiles of the police ready to show their power, were strong provocatives to the crowd. Some joked to cover their excitement; others looked down on the ground sullenly, trying not to notice the affronts; still others, unable to restrain their wrath, laughed in sarcasm at the government, which feared people armed with nothing but words. The pale blue sky of autumn gleamed upon the round, gray paving stones of the streets, strewn with yellow leaves, which the wind kept whirling about under the people’s feet.


    The mother stood in the crowd. She looked around at the familiar faces and thought with sadness: “There aren’t many of you, not many.”


    The gate opened, and the coffin, decorated with wreaths tied with red ribbons, was carried out. The people, as if inspired with one will, silently raised their hats. A tall officer of police with a thick black mustache on a red face unceremoniously jostled his way through the crowd, followed by the soldiers, whose heavy boots trampled loudly on the stones. They made a cordon around the coffin, and the officer said in a hoarse, commanding voice:


    “Remove the ribbons, please!”


    The men and women pressed closely about him. They called to him, waving their hands excitedly and trying to push past one another. The mother caught the flash of pale, agitated countenances, some of them with quivering lips and tears.


    “Down with violence!” a young voice shouted nervously. But the lonely outcry was lost in the general clamor.


    The mother also felt bitterness in her heart. She turned in indignation to her neighbor, a poorly dressed young man.


    “They don’t permit a man’s comrades even to bury him as they want to. What do they mean by it?”


    The hubbub increased and hostility waxed strong. The coffin rocked over the heads of the people. The silken rustling of the ribbons fluttering in the wind about the heads and faces of the carriers could be heard amid the noise of the strife.


    The mother was seized with a shuddering dread of the possible collision, and she quickly spoke in an undertone to her neighbors on the right and on the left:


    “Why not let them have their way if they’re like that? The comrades ought to yield and remove the ribbons. What else can they do?”


    A loud, sharp voice subdued all the other noises:


    “We demand not to be disturbed in accompanying on his last journey one whom you tortured to death!”


    Somebody — apparently a girl — sang out in a high, piping voice:


    “In mortal strife your victims fell.”


    
      
    


    “Remove the ribbons, please, Yakovlev! Cut them off!”


    A saber was heard issuing from its scabbard. The mother closed her eyes, awaiting shouts; but it grew quieter.


    The people growled like wolves at bay; then silently drooping their heads, crushed by the consciousness of impotence, they moved forward, filling the street with the noise of their tramping. Before them swayed the stripped cover of the coffin with the crumpled wreaths, and swinging from side to side rode the mounted police. The mother walked on the pavement; she was unable to see the coffin through the dense crowd surrounding it, which imperceptibly grew and filled the whole breadth of the street. Back of the crowd also rose the gray figures of the mounted police; at their sides, holding their hands on their sabers, marched the policemen on foot, and everywhere were the sharp eyes of the spies, familiar to the mother, carefully scanning the faces of the people.


    “Good-by, comrade, good-by!” plaintively sang two beautiful voices.


    “Don’t!” a shout was heard. “We will be silent, comrades — for the present.”


    The shout was stern and imposing; it carried an assuring threat, and it subdued the crowd. The sad songs broke off; the talking became lower; only the noise of heavy tramping on the stones filled the street with its dull, even sound. Over the heads of the people, into the transparent sky, and through the air it rose like the first peal of distant thunder. People silently bore grief and revolt in their breasts. Was it possible to carry on the war for freedom peacefully? A vain illusion! Hatred of violence, love of freedom blazed up and burned the last remnants of the illusion to ashes in the hearts that still cherished it. The steps became heavier, heads were raised, eyes looked cold and firm, and feeling, outstripping thought, brought forth resolve. The cold wind, waxing stronger and stronger, carried an unfriendly cloud of dust and street litter in front of the people. It blew through their garments and their hair, blinded their eyes and struck against their breasts.


    The mother was pained by these silent funerals without priests and heart-oppressing chants, with thoughtful faces, frowning brows, and the heavy tramp of the feet. Her slowly circling thoughts formulated her impression in the melancholy phrase:


    “There are not many of you who stand up for the truth, not many; and yet they fear you, they fear you!”


    Her head bent, she strode along without looking around. It seemed to her that they were burying, not Yegor, but something else unknown and incomprehensible to her.


    At the cemetery the procession for a long time moved in and out along the narrow paths amid the tombs until an open space was reached, which was sprinkled with wretched little crosses. The people gathered about the graves in silence. This austere silence of the living among the dead promised something strange, which caused the mother’s heart to tremble and sink with expectation. The wind whistled and sighed among the graves. The flowers trembled on the lid of the coffin.


    The police, stretching out in a line, assumed an attitude of guard, their eyes on their captain. A tall, long-haired, black-browed, pale young man without a hat stood over the fresh grave. At the same time the hoarse voice of the captain was heard:


    “Ladies and gentlemen!”


    “Comrades!” began the black-browed man sonorously.


    “Permit me!” shouted the police captain. “In pursuance of the order of the chief of police I announce to you that I cannot permit a speech!”


    “I will say only a few words,” the young man said calmly. “Comrades! over the grave of our teacher and friend let us vow in silence never to forget his will; let each one of us continue without ceasing to dig the grave for the source of our country’s misfortune, the evil power that crushes it — the autocracy!”


    “Arrest him!” shouted the police captain. But his voice was drowned in the confused outburst of shouts.


    “Down with the autocracy!”


    The police rushed through the crowd toward the orator who, closely surrounded on all sides, shouted, waving his hand:


    “Long live liberty! We will live and die for it!”


    The mother shut her eyes in momentary fear. The boisterous tempest of confused sounds deafened her. The earth rocked under her feet; terror impeded her breathing. The startling whistles of the policemen pierced the air. The rude, commanding voice of the captain was heard; the women cried hysterically. The wooden fences cracked, and the heavy tread of many feet sounded dully on the dry ground. A sonorous voice, subduing all the other voices, blared like a war trumpet:


    “Comrades! Calm yourselves! Have more respect for yourselves! Let me go! Comrades, I insist, let me go!”


    The mother looked up, and uttered a low exclamation. A blind impulse carried her forward with outstretched hands. Not far from her, on a worn path between the graves, the policemen were surrounding the long-haired man and repelling the crowd that fell upon them from all sides. The unsheathed bayonets flashed white and cold in the air, flying over the heads of the people, and falling quickly again with a spiteful hiss. Broken bits of the fence were brandished; the baleful shouts of the struggling people rose wildly.


    The young man lifted his pale face, and his firm, calm voice sounded above the storm of irritated outcries:


    “Comrades! Why do you spend your strength? Our task is to arm the heads.”


    He conquered. Throwing away their sticks, the people dropped out of the throng one after the other; and the mother pushed forward. She saw how Nikolay, with his hat fallen back on his neck, thrust aside the people, intoxicated with the commotion, and heard his reproachful voice:


    “Have you lost your senses? Calm yourselves!”


    It seemed to her that one of his hands was red.


    “Nikolay Ivanovich, go away!” she shouted, rushing toward him.


    “Where are you going? They’ll strike you there!”


    She stopped. Seizing her by the shoulder, Sofya stood at her side, hatless, her jacket open, her other hand grasping a young, light-haired man, almost a boy. He held his hands to his bruised face, and he muttered with tremulous lips: “Let me go! It’s nothing.”


    “Take care of him! Take him home to us! Here’s a handkerchief. Bandage his face!” Sofya gave the rapid orders, and putting his hand into the mother’s ran away, saying:


    “Get out of this place quickly, else they’ll arrest you!”


    The people scattered all over the cemetery. After them the policemen strode heavily among the graves, clumsily entangling themselves in the flaps of their military coats, cursing, and brandishing their bayonets.


    “Let’s hurry!” said the mother, wiping the boy’s face with the handkerchief. “What’s your name?”


    “Ivan.” Blood spurted from his mouth. “Don’t be worried; I don’t feel hurt. He hit me over the head with the handle of his saber, and I gave him such a blow with a stick that he howled,” the boy concluded, shaking his blood-stained fist. “Wait — it’ll be different. We’ll choke you without a fight, when we arise, all the working people.”


    “Quick — hurry!” The mother urged him on, walking swiftly toward the little wicket gate. It seemed to her that there, behind the fence in the field, the police were lying in wait for them, ready to pounce on them and beat them as soon as they went out. But on carefully opening the gate, and looking out over the field clothed in the gray garb of autumn dusk, its stillness and solitude at once gave her composure.


    “Let me bandage your face.”


    “Never mind. I’m not ashamed to be seen with it as it is. The fight was honorable — he hit me — I hit him — —”


    The mother hurriedly bandaged his wound. The sight of fresh, flowing blood filled her breast with terror and pity. Its humid warmth on her fingers sent a cold, fine tremor through her body. Then, holding his hand, she silently and quickly conducted the wounded youth through the field. Freeing his mouth of the bandage, he said with a smile:


    “But where are you taking me, comrade? I can go by myself.”


    But the mother perceived that he was reeling with faintness, that his legs were unsteady, and his hands twitched. He spoke to her in a weak voice, and questioned her without waiting for an answer:


    “I’m a tinsmith, and who are you? There were three of us in Yegor Ivanovich’s circle — three tinsmiths — and there were twelve men in all. We loved him very much — may he have eternal life! — although I don’t believe in God — it’s they, the dogs, that dupe us with God, so that we should obey the authorities and suffer life patiently without kicking.”


    In one of the streets the mother hailed a cab and put Ivan into it. She whispered, “Now be silent,” and carefully wrapped his face up in the handkerchief. He raised his hand to his face, but was no longer able to free his mouth. His hand fell feebly on his knees; nevertheless he continued to mutter through the bandages:


    “I won’t forget those blows; I’ll score them against you, my dear sirs! With Yegor there was another student, Titovich, who taught us political economy — he was a very stern, tedious fellow — he was arrested.”


    The mother, drawing the boy to her, put his head on her bosom in order to muffle his voice. It was not necessary, however, for he suddenly grew heavy and silent. In awful fear, she looked about sidewise out of the corners of her eyes. She felt that the policemen would issue from some corner, would see Ivan’s bandaged head, would seize him and kill him.


    “Been drinking?” asked the driver, turning on the box with a benignant smile.


    “Pretty full.”


    “Your son?”


    “Yes, a shoemaker. I’m a cook.”


    Shaking the whip over the horse, the driver again turned, and continued in a lowered voice:


    “I heard there was a row in the cemetery just now. You see, they were burying one of the politicals, one of those who are against the authorities. They have a crow to pick with the authorities. He was buried by fellows like him, his friends, it must be; and they up and begin to shout: ‘Down with the authorities! They ruin the people.’ The police began to beat them. It’s said some were hewed down and killed. But the police got it, too.” He was silent, shaking his head as if afflicted by some sorrow, and uttered in a strange voice: “They don’t even let the dead alone; they even bother people in their graves.”


    The cab rattled over the stones. Ivan’s head jostled softly against the mother’s bosom. The driver, sitting half-turned from his horse, mumbled thoughtfully:


    “The people are beginning to boil. Every now and then some disorder crops out. Yes! Last night the gendarmes came to our neighbors, and kept up an ado till morning, and in the morning they led away a blacksmith. It’s said they’ll take him to the river at night and drown him. And the blacksmith — well — he was a wise man — he understood a great deal — and to understand, it seems, is forbidden. He used to come to us and say: ‘What sort of life is the cabman’s life?’ ‘It’s true,’ we say, ‘the life of a cabman is worse than a dog’s.’”


    “Stop!” the mother said.


    Ivan awoke from the shock of the sudden halt, and groaned softly.


    “It shook him up!” remarked the driver. “Oh, whisky, whisky!”


    Ivan shifted his feet about with difficulty. His whole body swaying, he walked through the entrance, and said:


    “Nothing — comrade, I can get along.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER IX


    
      
    


    


    Sofya was already at home when they reached the house. She met the mother with a cigarette in her teeth. She was somewhat ruffled, but, as usual, bold and assured of manner. Putting the wounded man on the sofa, she deftly unbound his head, giving orders and screwing up her eyes from the smoke of her cigarette.


    “Ivan Danilovich!” she called out. “He’s been brought here. You are tired, Nilovna. You’ve had enough fright, haven’t you? Well, rest now. Nikolay, quick, give Nilovna some tea and a glass of port.”


    Dizzied by her experience, the mother breathing heavily and feeling a sickly pricking in her breast, said: “Don’t bother about me.”


    But her entire anxious being begged for attention and kindnesses.


    From the next room entered Nikolay with a bandaged hand, and the doctor, Ivan Danilovich, all disheveled, his hair standing on end like the spines of a hedgehog. He quickly stepped to Ivan, bent over him, and said:


    “Water, Sofya Ivanovich, more water, clean linen strips, and cotton.”


    The mother walked toward the kitchen; but Nikolay took her by the arm with his left hand, and led her into the dining room.


    “He didn’t speak to you; he was speaking to Sofya. You’ve had enough suffering, my dear woman, haven’t you?”


    The mother met Nikolay’s fixed, sympathetic glance, and, pressing his head, exclaimed with a groan she could not restrain:


    “Oh, my darling, how fearful it was! They mowed the comrades down! They mowed them down!”


    “I saw it,” said Nikolay, giving her a glass of wine, and nodding his head. “Both sides grew a little heated. But don’t be uneasy; they used the flats of their swords, and it seems only one was seriously wounded. I saw him struck, and I myself carried him out of the crowd.”


    His face and voice, and the warmth and brightness of the room quieted Vlasova. Looking gratefully at him, she asked:


    “Did they hit you, too?”


    “It seems to me that I myself through carelessness knocked my hand against something and tore off the skin. Drink some tea. The weather is cold and you’re dressed lightly.”


    She stretched out her hand for the cup and saw that her fingers were stained with dark clots of blood. She instinctively dropped her hands on her knees. Her skirt was damp. Ivan Danilovich came in in his vest, his shirt sleeves rolled up, and in response to Nikolay’s mute question, said in his thin voice:


    “The wound on his face is slight. His skull, however, is fractured, but not very badly. He’s a strong fellow, but he’s lost a lot of blood. We’ll take him over to the hospital.”


    “Why? Let him stay here!” exclaimed Nikolay.


    “To-day he may; and — well — to-morrow, too; but after that it’ll be more convenient for us to have him at the hospital. I have no time to pay visits. You’ll write a leaflet about the affair at the cemetery, won’t you?”


    “Of course!”


    The mother rose quietly and walked into the kitchen.


    “Where are you going, Nilovna?” Nikolay stopped her with solicitude. “Sofya can get along by herself.”


    She looked at him and started and smiled strangely.


    “I’m all covered with blood.”


    While changing her dress she once again thought of the calmness of these people, of their ability to recover from the horrible, an ability which clearly testified to their manly readiness to meet any demand made on them for work in the cause of truth. This thought, steadying the mother, drove fear from her heart.


    When she returned to the room where the sick man lay, she heard Sofya say, as she bent over him:


    “That’s nonsense, comrade!”


    “Yes, I’ll incommode you,” he said faintly.


    “You keep still. That’s better for you.”


    The mother stood back of Sofya, and putting her hand on her shoulders peered with a smile into the face of the sick man. She related how he had raved in the presence of the cabman and frightened her by his lack of caution. Ivan heard her; his eyes turned feverishly, he smacked his lips, and at times exclaimed in a confused low voice: “Oh, what a fool I am!”


    “We’ll leave you here,” Sofya said, straightening out the blanket. “Rest.”


    The mother and Sofya went to the dining room and conversed there in subdued voices about the events of the day. They already regarded the drama of the burial as something remote, and looked with assurance toward the future in deliberating on the work of the morrow. Their faces wore a weary expression, but their thoughts were bold.


    They spoke of their dissatisfaction with themselves. Nervously moving in his chair and gesticulating animatedly the physician, dulling his thin, sharp voice with an effort, said:


    “Propaganda! propaganda! There’s too little of it now. The young workingmen are right. We must extend the field of agitation. The workingmen are right, I say.”


    Nikolay answered somberly:


    “From everywhere come complaints of not enough literature, and we still cannot get a good printing establishment. Liudmila is wearing herself out. She’ll get sick if we don’t see that she gets assistance.”


    “And Vyesovshchikov?” asked Sofya.


    “He cannot live in the city. He won’t be able to go to work until he can enter the new printing establishment. And one man is still needed for it.”


    “Won’t I do?” the mother asked quietly.


    All three looked at her in silence for a short while.


    “No, it’s too hard for you, Nilovna,” said Nikolay. “You’ll have to live outside the city and stop your visits to Pavel, and in general — —”


    With a sigh the mother said:


    “For Pasha it won’t be a great loss. And so far as I am concerned these visits, too, are a torment; they tear out my heart. I’m not allowed to speak of anything; I stand opposite my son like a fool. And they look into my mouth and wait to see something come out that oughtn’t.”


    Sofya groped for the mother’s hand under the table and pressed it warmly with her thin fingers. Nikolay looked at the mother fixedly while explaining to her that she would have to serve in the new printing establishment as a protection to the workers.


    “I understand,” she said. “I’ll be a cook. I’ll be able to do it; I can imagine what’s needed.”


    “How persistent you are!” remarked Sofya.


    The events of the last few days had exhausted the mother; and now as she heard of the possibility of living outside the city, away from its bustle, she greedily grasped at the chance.


    But Nikolay changed the subject of conversation.


    “What are you thinking about, Ivan?” He turned to the physician.


    Raising his head from the table, the physician answered sullenly:


    “There are too few of us. That’s what I’m thinking of. We positively must begin to work more energetically, and we must persuade Pavel and Andrey to escape. They are both too invaluable to be sitting there idle.”


    Nikolay lowered his brows and shook his head in doubt, darting a glance at the mother.


    As she realized the embarrassment they must feel in speaking of her son in her presence, she walked out into her own room.


    There, lying in bed with open eyes, the murmur of low talking in her ears, she gave herself up to anxious thoughts. She wanted to see her son at liberty, but at the same time the idea of freeing him frightened her. She felt that the struggle around her was growing keener and that a sharp collision was threatening. The silent patience of the people was wearing away, yielding to a strained expectation of something new. The excitement was growing perceptibly. Bitter words were tossed about. Something novel and stirring was wafted from all quarters; every proclamation evoked lively discussions in the market place, in the shops, among servants, among workingmen. Every arrest aroused a timid, uncomprehending, and sometimes unconscious sympathy when judgment regarding the causes of the arrest was expressed. She heard the words that had once frightened her — riot, socialism, politics — uttered more and more frequently among the simple folk, though accompanied by derision. However, behind their ridicule it was impossible to conceal an eagerness to understand, mingled with fear and hope, with hatred of the masters and threats against them.


    Agitation disturbed the settled, dark life of the people in slow but wide circles. Dormant thoughts awoke, and men were shaken from their usual forced calm attitude toward daily events. All this the mother saw more clearly than others, because she, better than they, knew the dismal, dead face of existence; she stood nearer to it, and now saw upon it the wrinkles of hesitation and turmoil, the vague hunger for the new. She both rejoiced over the change and feared it. She rejoiced because she regarded this as the cause of her son; she feared because she knew that if he emerged from prison he would stand at the head of all, in the most dangerous place, and — he would perish.


    She often felt great thoughts needful to everybody stirring in her bosom, but scarcely ever was able to make them live in words; and they oppressed her heart with a dumb, heavy sadness. Sometimes the image of her son grew before her until it assumed the proportions of a giant in the old fairy tales. He united within himself all the honest thoughts she had heard spoken, all the people that she liked, everything heroic of which she knew. Then, moved with delight in him, she exulted in quiet rapture. An indistinct hope filled her. “Everything will be well — everything!” Her love, the love of a mother, was fanned into a flame, a veritable pain to her heart. Then the motherly affection hindered the growth of the broader human feeling, burned it; and in place of a great sentiment a small, dismal thought beat faint-heartedly in the gray ashes of alarm: “He will perish; he will fall!”


    Late that night the mother sank into a heavy sleep, but rose early, her bones stiff, her head aching. At midday she was sitting in the prison office opposite Pavel and looking through a mist in her eyes at his bearded, swarthy face. She was watching for a chance to deliver to him the note she held tightly in her hand.


    “I am well and all are well,” said Pavel in a moderated voice. “And how are you?”


    “So so. Yegor Ivanovich died,” she said mechanically.


    “Yes?” exclaimed Pavel, and dropped his head.


    “At the funeral the police got up a fight and arrested one man,” the mother continued in her simple-hearted way.


    The thin-lipped assistant overseer of the prison jumped from his chair and mumbled quickly:


    “Cut that out; it’s forbidden! Why don’t you understand? You know politics are prohibited.”


    The mother also rose from her chair, and as if failing to comprehend him, she said guiltily:


    “I wasn’t discussing politics. I was telling about a fight — and they did fight; that’s true. They even broke one fellow’s head.”


    “All the same, please keep quiet — that is to say, keep quiet about everything that doesn’t concern you personally — your family; in general, your home.”


    Aware that his speech was confused, he sat down in his chair and arranged papers.


    “I’m responsible for what you say,” he said sadly and wearily.


    The mother looked around and quickly thrust the note into Pavel’s hand. She breathed a deep sigh of relief.


    “I don’t know what to speak about.”


    Pavel smiled:


    “I don’t know either.”


    “Then why pay visits?” said the overseer excitedly. “They have nothing to say, but they come here anyhow and bother me.”


    “Will the trial take place soon?” asked the mother after a pause.


    “The procurator was here the other day, and he said it will come off soon.”


    “You’ve been in prison half a year already!”


    They spoke to each other about matters of no significance to either. The mother saw Pavel’s eyes look into her face softly and lovingly. Even and calm as before, he had not changed, save that his wrists were whiter, and his beard, grown long, made him look older. The mother experienced a strong desire to do something pleasant for him — tell him about Vyesovshchikov, for instance. So, without changing her tone, she continued in the same voice in which she spoke of the needless and uninteresting things.


    “I saw your godchild.” Pavel fixed a silent questioning look on her eyes. She tapped her fingers on her cheeks to picture to him the pockmarked face of Vyesovshchikov.


    “He’s all right! The boy is alive and well. He’ll soon get his position — you remember how he always asked for hard work?”


    Pavel understood, and gratefully nodded his head. “Why, of course I remember!” he answered, with a cheery smile in his eyes.


    “Very well!” the mother uttered in a satisfied tone, content with herself and moved by his joy.


    On parting with her he held her hand in a firm clasp.


    “Thank you, mamma!” The joyous feeling of hearty nearness to him mounted to her head like a strong drink. Powerless to answer in words, she merely pressed his hand.


    At home she found Sasha. The girl usually came to Nilovna on the days when the mother had visited Pavel.


    “Well, how is he?”


    “He’s well.”


    “Did you hand him the note?”


    “Of course! I stuck it into his hands very cleverly.”


    “Did he read it?”


    “On the spot? How could he?”


    “Oh, yes; I forgot! Let us wait another week, one week longer. Do you think he’ll agree to it?”


    “I don’t know — I think he will,” the mother deliberated. “Why shouldn’t he if he can do so without danger?”


    Sasha shook her head.


    “Do you know what the sick man is allowed to eat? He’s asked for some food.”


    “Anything at all. I’ll get him something at once.” The mother walked into the kitchen, slowly followed by Sasha.


    “Can I help you?”


    “Thank you! Why should you?”


    The mother bent at the oven to get a pot. The girl said in a low voice:


    “Wait!”


    Her face paled, her eyes opened sadly and her quivering lips whispered hotly with an effort:


    “I want to beg you — I know he will not agree — try to persuade him. He’s needed. Tell him he’s essential, absolutely necessary for the cause — tell him I fear he’ll get sick. You see the date of the trial hasn’t been set yet, and six months have already passed — I beg of you!”


    It was apparent that she spoke with difficulty. She stood up straight, in a tense attitude, and looked aside. Her voice sounded uneven, like the snapping of a taut string. Her eyelids drooping wearily, she bit her lips, and the fingers of her compressed hand cracked.


    The mother was ruffled by her outburst; but she understood it, and a sad emotion took possession of her. Softly embracing Sasha, she answered:


    “My dear, he will never listen to anybody except himself — never!”


    For a short while they were both silent in a close embrace. Then Sasha carefully removed the mother’s hands from her shoulders.


    “Yes, you’re right,” she said in a tremble. “It’s all stupidity and nerves. One gets so tired.” And, suddenly growing serious, she concluded: “Anyway, let’s give the sick man something to eat.”


    In an instant she was sitting at Ivan’s bed, kindly and solicitously inquiring, “Does your head ache badly?”


    “Not very. Only everything is muddled up, and I’m weak,” answered Ivan in embarrassment. He pulled the blanket up to his chin, and screwed up his eyes as if dazzled by too brilliant a light. Noticing that she embarrassed him by her presence and that he could not make up his mind to eat, Sasha rose and walked away. Then Ivan sat up in bed and looked at the door through which she had left.


    “Be-au-tiful!” he murmured.


    His eyes were bright and merry; his teeth fine and compact; his young voice was not yet steady as an adult’s.


    “How old are you?” the mother asked thoughtfully.


    “Seventeen years.”


    “Where are your parents?”


    “In the village. I’ve been here since I was ten years old. I got through school and came here. And what is your name, comrade?”


    This word, when applied to her, always brought a smile to the mother’s face and touched her.


    “Why do you want to know?”


    The youth, after an embarrassed pause, explained:


    “You see, a student of our circle, that is, a fellow who used to read to us, told us about Pavel’s mother — a workingman, you know — and about the first of May demonstration.”


    She nodded her head and pricked up her ears.


    “He was the first one who openly displayed the banner of our party,” the youth declared with pride — a pride which found a response in the mother’s heart.


    “I wasn’t present; we were then thinking of making our own demonstration here in the city, but it fizzled out; we were too few of us then. But this year we will — you’ll see!”


    He choked from agitation, having a foretaste of the future event. Then waving his spoon in the air, he continued:


    “So Vlasova — the mother, as I was telling you — she, too, got into the party after that. They say she’s a wonder of an old woman.”


    The mother smiled broadly. It was pleasant for her to hear the boy’s enthusiastic praise — pleasant, yet embarrassing. She even had to restrain herself from telling him that she was Vlasova, and she thought sadly, in derision of herself: “Oh, you old fool!”


    “Eat more! Get well sooner for the sake of the cause!” She burst out all of a sudden, in agitation, bending toward him: “It awaits powerful young hands, clean hearts, honest minds. It lives by these forces! With them it holds aloof everything evil, everything mean!”


    The door opened, admitting a cold, damp, autumn draught. Sofya entered, bold, a smile on her face, reddened by the cold.


    “Upon my word, the spies are as attentive to me as a bridegroom to a rich bride! I must leave this place. Well, how are you, Vanya? All right? How’s Pavel, Nilovna? What! is Sasha here?”


    Lighting a cigarette, she showered questions without waiting for answers, caressing the mother and the youth with merry glances of her gray eyes. The mother looked at her and smiled inwardly. “What good people I’m among!” she thought. She bent over Ivan again and gave him back his kindness twofold:


    “Get well! Now I must give you wine.” She rose and walked into the dining room, where Sofya was saying to Sasha:


    “She has three hundred copies prepared already. She’ll kill herself working so hard. There’s heroism for you! Unseen, unnoticed, it finds its reward and its praise in itself. Do you know, Sasha, it’s the greatest happiness to live among such people, to be their comrade, to work with them?”


    “Yes,” answered the girl softly.


    In the evening at tea Sofya said to the mother:


    “Nilovna, you have to go to the village again.”


    “Well, what of it? When?”


    “It would be good if you could go to-morrow. Can you?”


    “Yes.”


    “Ride there,” advised Nikolay. “Hire post horses, and please take a different route from before — across the district of Nikolsk.” Nikolay’s somber expression was alarming.


    “The way by Nikolsk is long, and it’s expensive if you hire horses.”


    “You see, I’m against this expedition in general. It’s already begun to be unquiet there — some arrests have been made, a teacher was taken. Rybin escaped, that’s certain. But we must be more careful. We ought to have waited a little while still.”


    “That can’t be avoided,” said Nilovna.


    Sofya, tapping her fingers on the table, remarked:


    “It’s important for us to keep spreading literature all the time. You’re not afraid to go, are you, Nilovna?”


    The mother felt offended. “When have I ever been afraid? I was without fear even the first time. And now all of a sudden—” She drooped her head. Each time she was asked whether she was afraid, whether the thing was convenient for her, whether she could do this or that — she detected an appeal to her which placed her apart from the comrades, who seemed to behave differently toward her than toward one another. Moreover, when fuller days came, although at first disquieted by the commotion, by the rapidity of events, she soon grew accustomed to the bustle and responded, as it were, to the jolts she received from her impressions. She became filled with a zealous greed for work. This was her condition to-day; and, therefore, Sofya’s question was all the more displeasing to her.


    “There’s no use for you to ask me whether or not I’m afraid and various other things,” she sighed. “I’ve nothing to be afraid of. Those people are afraid who have something. What have I? Only a son. I used to be afraid for him, and I used to fear torture for his sake. And if there is no torture — well, then?”


    “Are you offended?” exclaimed Sofya.


    “No. Only you don’t ask each other whether you’re afraid.”


    Nikolay removed his glasses, adjusted them to his nose again, and looked fixedly at his sister’s face. The embarrassed silence that followed disturbed the mother. She rose guiltily from her seat, wishing to say something to them, but Sofya stroked her hand, and said quietly:


    “Forgive me! I won’t do it any more.”


    The mother had to laugh, and in a few minutes the three were speaking busily and amicably about the trip to the village.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER X


    
      
    


    


    The next day, early in the morning, the mother was seated in the post chaise, jolting along the road washed by the autumn rain. A damp wind blew on her face, the mud splashed, and the coachman on the box, half-turned toward her, complained in a meditative snuffle:


    “I say to him — my brother, that is — let’s go halves. We began to divide” — he suddenly whipped the left horse and shouted angrily: “Well, well, play, your mother is a witch.”


    The stout autumn crows strode with a businesslike air through the bare fields. The wind whistled coldly, and the birds caught its buffets on their backs. It blew their feathers apart, and even lifted them off their feet, and, yielding to its force, they lazily flapped their wings and flew to a new spot.


    “But he cheated me; I see I have nothing — —”


    The mother listened to the coachman’s words as in a dream. A dumb thought grew in her heart. Memory brought before her a long series of events through which she had lived in the last years. On an examination of each event, she found she had actively participated in it. Formerly, life used to happen somewhere in the distance, remote from where she was, uncertain for whom and for what. Now, many things were accomplished before her eyes, with her help. The result in her was a confused feeling, compounded of distrust of herself, complacency, perplexity, and sadness.


    The scenery about her seemed to be slowly moving. Gray clouds floated in the sky, chasing each other heavily; wet trees flashed along the sides of the road, swinging their bare tops; little hills appeared and swam asunder. The whole turbid day seemed to be hastening to meet the sun — to be seeking it.


    The drawling voice of the coachman, the sound of the bells, the humid rustle and whistle of the wind, blended in a trembling, tortuous stream, which flowed on with a monotonous force, and roused the wind.


    “The rich man feels crowded, even in Paradise. That’s the way it is. Once he begins to oppress, the government authorities are his friends,” quoth the coachman, swaying on his seat.


    While unhitching the horses at the station he said to the mother in a hopeless voice:


    “If you gave me only enough for a drink — —”


    She gave him a coin, and tossing it in the palm of his hand, he informed her in the same hopeless tone:


    “I’ll take a drink for three coppers, and buy myself bread for two.”


    In the afternoon the mother, shaken up by the ride and chilled, reached the large village of Nikolsk. She went to a tavern and asked for tea. After placing her heavy valise under the bench, she sat at a window and looked out into an open square, covered with yellow, trampled grass, and into the town hall, a long, old building with an overhanging roof. Swine were straggling about in the square, and on the steps of the town hall sat a bald, thin-bearded peasant smoking a pipe. The clouds swam overhead in dark masses, and piled up, one absorbing the other. It was dark, gloomy, and tedious. Life seemed to be in hiding.


    Suddenly the village sergeant galloped up to the square, stopped his sorrel at the steps of the town hall, and waving his whip in the air, shouted to the peasant. The shouts rattled against the window panes, but the words were indistinguishable. The peasant rose and stretched his hand, pointing to something. The sergeant jumped to the ground, reeled, threw the reins to the peasant, and seizing the rails with his hands, lifted himself heavily up the steps, and disappeared behind the doors of the town hall.


    Quiet reigned again. Only the horse struck the soft earth with the iron of his shoes.


    A girl came into the room. A short yellow braid lay on her neck, her face was round, and her eyes kind. She bit her lips with the effort of carrying a ragged-edged tray, with dishes, in her outstretched hands. She bowed, nodding her head.


    “How do you do, my good girl?” said the mother kindly.


    “How do you do?”


    Putting the plates and the china dishes on the table, she announced with animation:


    “They’ve just caught a thief. They’re bringing him here.”


    “Indeed? What sort of a thief?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “What did he do?”


    “I don’t know. I only heard that they caught him. The watchman of the town hall ran off for the police commissioner, and shouted: ‘They’ve caught him. They’re bringing him here.’”


    The mother looked through the window. Peasants gathered in the square; some walked slowly, some quickly, while buttoning their overcoats. They stopped at the steps of the town hall, and all looked to the left. It was strangely quiet. The girl also went to the window to see the street, and then silently ran from the room, banging the door after her. The mother trembled, pushed her valise farther under the bench, and throwing her shawl over her head, hurried to the door. She had to restrain a sudden, incomprehensible desire to run.


    When she walked up the steps of the town hall a sharp cold struck her face and breast. She lost breath, and her legs stiffened. There, in the middle of the square, walked Rybin! His hands were bound behind his back, and on each side of him a policeman, rhythmically striking the ground with his club. At the steps stood a crowd waiting in silence.


    Unconscious of the bearing of the thing, the mother’s gaze was riveted on Rybin. He said something; she heard his voice, but the words did not reach the dark emptiness of her heart.


    She recovered her senses, and took a deep breath. A peasant with a broad light beard was standing at the steps looking fixedly into her face with his blue eyes. Coughing and rubbing her throat with her hands, weak with fear, she asked him with an effort:


    “What’s the matter?”


    “Well, look.” The peasant turned away. Another peasant came up to her side.


    “Oh, thief! How horrible you look!” shouted a woman’s voice.


    The policemen stepped in front of the crowd, which increased in size. Rybin’s voice sounded thick:


    “Peasants, I’m not a thief; I don’t steal; I don’t set things on fire. I only fight against falsehood. That’s why they seized me. Have you heard of the true books in which the truth is written about our peasant life? Well, it’s because of these writings that I suffer. It’s I who distributed them among the people.”


    The crowd surrounded Rybin more closely. His voice steadied the mother.


    “Did you hear?” said a peasant in a low voice, nudging a blue-eyed neighbor, who did not answer but raised his head and again looked into the mother’s face. The other peasant also looked at her. He was younger than he of the blue eyes, with a dark, sparse beard, and a lean freckled face. Then both of them turned away to the side of the steps.


    “They’re afraid,” the mother involuntarily noted. Her attention grew keener. From the elevation of the stoop she clearly saw the dark face of Rybin, distinguished the hot gleam of his eyes. She wanted that he, too, should see her, and raised herself on tiptoe and craned her neck.


    The people looked at him sullenly, distrustfully, and were silent. Only in the rear of the crowd subdued conversation was heard.


    “Peasants!” said Rybin aloud, in a peculiar full voice. “Believe these papers! I shall now, perhaps, get death on account of them. The authorities beat me, they tortured me, they wanted to find out from where I got them, and they’re going to beat me more. For in these writings the truth is laid down. An honest world and the truth ought to be dearer to us than bread. That’s what I say.”


    “Why is he doing this?” softly exclaimed one of the peasants near the steps. He of the blue eyes answered:


    “Now it’s all the same. He won’t escape death, anyhow. And a man can’t die twice.”


    The sergeant suddenly appeared on the steps of the town hall, roaring in a drunken voice:


    “What is this crowd? Who’s the fellow speaking?”


    Suddenly precipitating himself down the steps, he seized Rybin by the hair, and pulled his head backward and forward. “Is it you speaking, you damned scoundrel? Is it you?”


    The crowd, giving way, still maintained silence. The mother, in impotent grief, bowed her head; one of the peasants sighed. Rybin spoke again:


    “There! Look, good people!”


    “Silence!” and the sergeant struck his face.


    Rybin reeled.


    “They bind a man’s hands and then torment him, and do with him whatever they please.”


    “Policemen, take him! Disperse, people!” The sergeant, jumping and swinging in front of Rybin, struck him in his face, breast, and stomach.


    “Don’t beat him!” some one shouted dully.


    “Why do you beat him?” another voice upheld the first.


    “Lazy, good-for-nothing beast!”


    “Come!” said the blue-eyed peasant, motioning with his head; and without hastening, the two walked toward the town hall, accompanied by a kind look from the mother. She sighed with relief. The sergeant again ran heavily up the steps, and shaking his fists in menace, bawled from his height vehemently:


    “Bring him here, officers, I say! I say — —”


    “Don’t!” a strong voice resounded in the crowd, and the mother knew it came from the blue-eyed peasant. “Boys! don’t permit it! They’ll take him in there and beat him to death, and then they’ll say we killed him. Don’t permit it!”


    “Peasants!” the powerful voice of Rybin roared, drowning the shouts of the sergeant. “Don’t you understand your life? Don’t you understand how they rob you — how they cheat you — how they drink your blood? You keep everything up; everything rests on you; you are all the power that is at the bottom of everything on earth — its whole power. And what rights have you? You have the right to starve — it’s your only right!”


    “He’s speaking the truth, I tell you!”


    Some men shouted:


    “Call the commissioner of police! Where is the commissioner of police?”


    “The sergeant has ridden away for him!”


    “It’s not our business to call the authorities!”


    The noise increased as the crowd grew louder and louder.


    “Speak! We won’t let them beat you!”


    “Officers, untie his hands!”


    “No, brothers; that’s not necessary!”


    “Untie him!”


    “Look out you don’t do something you’ll be sorry for!”


    “I am sorry for my hands!” Rybin said evenly and resonantly, making himself heard above all the other voices. “I’ll not escape, peasants. I cannot hide from my truth; it lives inside of me!”


    Several men walked away from the crowd, formed different circles, and with earnest faces and shaking their heads carried on conversations. Some smiled. More and more people came running up — excited, bearing marks of having dressed quickly. They seethed like black foam about Rybin, and he rocked to and fro in their midst. Raising his hands over his head and shaking them, he called into the crowd, which responded now by loud shouts, now by silent, greedy attention, to the unfamiliar, daring words:


    “Thank you, good people! Thank you! I stood up for you, for your lives!” He wiped his beard and again raised his blood-covered hand. “There’s my blood! It flows for the sake of truth!”


    The mother, without considering, walked down the steps, but immediately returned, since on the ground she couldn’t see Mikhaïl, hidden by the close-packed crowd. Something indistinctly joyous trembled in her bosom and warmed it.


    “Peasants! Keep your eyes open for those writings; read them. Don’t believe the authorities and the priests when they tell you those people who carry truth to us are godless rioters. The truth travels over the earth secretly; it seeks a nest among the people. To the authorities it’s like a knife in the fire. They cannot accept it. It will cut them and burn them. Truth is your good friend and a sworn enemy of the authorities — that’s why it hides itself.”


    “That’s so; he’s speaking the gospel!” shouted the blue-eyed peasant.


    “Ah, brother! You will perish — and soon, too!”


    “Who betrayed you?”


    “The priest!” said one of the police.


    Two peasants gave vent to hard oaths.


    “Look out, boys!” a somewhat subdued cry was heard in warning.


    The commissioner of police walked into the crowd — a tall, compact man, with a round, red face. His cap was cocked to one side; his mustache with one end turned up the other drooping made his face seem crooked, and it was disfigured by a dull, dead grin. His left hand held a saber, his right waved broadly in the air. His heavy, firm tramp was audible. The crowd gave way before him. Something sullen and crushed appeared in their faces, and the noise died away as if it had sunk into the ground.


    “What’s the trouble?” asked the police commissioner, stopping in front of Rybin and measuring him with his eyes. “Why are his hands not bound? Officers, why? Bind them!” His voice was high and resonant, but colorless.


    “They were tied, but the people unbound them,” answered one of the policemen.


    “The people! What people?” The police commissioner looked at the crowd standing in a half-circle before him. In the same monotonous, blank voice, neither elevating nor lowering it, he continued: “Who are the people?”


    With a back stroke he thrust the handle of his saber against the breast of the blue-eyed peasant.


    “Are you the people, Chumakov? Well, who else? You, Mishin?” and he pulled somebody’s beard with his right hand.


    “Disperse, you curs!”


    Neither his voice nor face displayed the least agitation or threat. He spoke mechanically, with a dead calm, and with even movements of his strong, long hands, pushed the people back. The semicircle before him widened. Heads drooped, faces were turned aside.


    “Well,” he addressed the policeman, “what’s the matter with you? Bind him!” He uttered a cynical oath and again looked at Rybin, and said nonchalantly: “Your hands behind your back, you!”


    “I don’t want my hands to be bound,” said Rybin. “I’m not going to run away, and I’m not fighting. Why should my hands be bound?”


    “What?” exclaimed the police commissioner, striding up to him.


    “It’s enough that you torture the people, you beasts!” continued Rybin in an elevated voice. “The red day will soon come for you, too. You’ll be paid back for everything.”


    The police commissioner stood before him, his mustached upper lip twitching. Then he drew back a step, and with a whistling voice sang out in surprise:


    “Um! you damned scoundrel! Wha-at? What do you mean by your words? People, you say? A-a — —”


    Suddenly he dealt Rybin a quick, sharp blow in the face.


    “You won’t kill the truth with your fist!” shouted Rybin, drawing on him. “And you have no right to beat me, you dog!”


    “I won’t dare, I suppose?” the police commissioner drawled.


    Again he waved his hand, aiming at Rybin’s head; Rybin ducked; the blow missed, and the police commissioner almost toppled over. Some one in the crowd gave a jeering snort, and the angry shout of Mikhaïl was heard:


    “Don’t you dare to beat me, I say, you infernal devil! I’m no weaker than you! Look out!”


    The police commissioner looked around. The people shut down on him in a narrower circle, advancing sullenly.


    “Nikita!” the police commissioner called out, looking around. “Nikita, hey!” A squat peasant in a short fur overcoat emerged from the crowd. He looked on the ground, with his large disheveled head drooping.


    “Nikita,” the police commissioner said deliberately, twirling his mustache, “give him a box on the ear — a good one!”


    The peasant stepped forward, stopped in front of Rybin and raised his hand. Staring him straight in the face, Rybin stammered out heavily:


    “Now look, people, how the beasts choke you with your own hands! Look! Look! Think! Why does he want to beat me — why? I ask.”


    The peasant raised his hand and lazily struck Mikhaïl’s face.


    “Ah, Nikita! don’t forget God!” subdued shouts came from the crowd.


    “Strike, I say!” shouted the police commissioner, pushing the peasant on the back of his neck.


    The peasant stepped aside, and inclining his head, said sullenly:


    “I won’t do it again.”


    “What?” The face of the police commissioner quivered. He stamped his feet, and, cursing, suddenly flung himself upon Rybin. The blow whizzed through the air; Rybin staggered and waved his arms; with the second blow the police commissioner felled him to the ground, and, jumping around with a growl, he began to kick him on his breast, his side, and his head.


    The crowd set up a hostile hum, rocked, and advanced upon the police commissioner. He noticed it and jumped away, snatching his saber from its scabbard.


    “So that’s what you’re up to! You’re rioting, are you?”


    His voice trembled and broke; it had grown husky. And he lost his composure along with his voice. He drew his shoulders up about his head, bent over, and turning his blank, bright eyes on all sides, he fell back, carefully feeling the ground behind him with his feet. As he withdrew he shouted hoarsely in great excitement:


    “All right; take him! I’m leaving! But now, do you know, you cursed dogs, that he is a political criminal; that he is going against our Czar; that he stirs up riots — do you know it? — against the Emperor, the Czar? And you protect him; you, too, are rebels. Aha — a — —”


    Without budging, without moving her eyes, the strength of reason gone from her, the mother stood as if in a heavy sleep, overwhelmed by fear and pity. The outraged, sullen, wrathful shouts of the people buzzed like bees in her head.


    “If he has done something wrong, lead him to court.”


    “And don’t beat him!”


    “Forgive him, your Honor!”


    “Now, really, what does it mean? Without any law whatever!”


    “Why, is it possible? If they begin to beat everybody that way, what’ll happen then?”


    “The devils! Our torturers!”


    The people fell into two groups — the one surrounding the police commissioner shouted and exhorted him; the other, less numerous, remained about the beaten man, humming and sullen. Several men lifted him from the ground. The policemen again wanted to bind his hands.


    “Wait a little while, you devils!” the people shouted.


    Rybin wiped the blood from his face and beard and looked about in silence. His gaze glided by the face of the mother. She started, stretched herself out to him, and instinctively waved her hand. He turned away; but in a few minutes his eyes again rested on her face. It seemed to her that he straightened himself and raised his head, that his blood-covered cheeks quivered.


    “Did he recognize me? I wonder if he did?”


    She nodded her head to him and started with a sorrowful, painful joy. But the next moment she saw that the blue-eyed peasant was standing near him and also looking at her. His gaze awakened her to the consciousness of the risk she was running.


    “What am I doing? They’ll take me, too.”


    The peasant said something to Rybin, who shook his head.


    “Never mind!” he exclaimed, his voice tremulous, but clear and bold. “I’m not alone in the world. They’ll not capture all the truth. In the place where I was the memory of me will remain. That’s it! Even though they destroy the nest, aren’t there more friends and comrades there?”


    “He’s saying this for me,” the mother decided quickly.


    “The people will build other nests for the truth; and a day will come when the eagles will fly from them into freedom. The people will emancipate themselves.”


    A woman brought a pail of water and, wailing and groaning, began to wash Rybin’s face. Her thin, piteous voice mixed with Mikhaïl’s words and hindered the mother from understanding them. A throng of peasants came up with the police commissioner in front of them. Some one shouted aloud:


    “Come; I’m going to make an arrest! Who’s next?”


    Then the voice of the police commissioner was heard. It had changed — mortification now evident in its altered tone.


    “I may strike you, but you mayn’t strike me. Don’t you dare, you dunce!”


    “Is that so? And who are you, pray? A god?”


    A confused but subdued clamor drowned Rybin’s voice.


    “Don’t argue, uncle. You’re up against the authorities.”


    “Don’t be angry, your Honor. The man’s out of his wits.”


    “Keep still, you funny fellow!”


    “Here, they’ll soon take you to the city!”


    “There’s more law there!”


    The shouts of the crowd sounded pacificatory, entreating; they blended into a thick, indistinct babel, in which there was something hopeless and pitiful. The policemen led Rybin up the steps of the town hall and disappeared with him behind the doors. People began to depart in a hurry. The mother saw the blue-eyed peasant go across the square and look at her sidewise. Her legs trembled under her knees. A dismal feeling of impotence and loneliness gnawed at her heart sickeningly.


    “I mustn’t go away,” she thought. “I mustn’t!” and holding on to the rails firmly, she waited.


    The police commissioner walked up the steps of the town hall and said in a rebuking voice, which had assumed its former blankness and soullessness:


    “You’re fools, you damned scoundrels! You don’t understand a thing, and poke your noses into an affair like this — a government affair. Cattle! You ought to thank me, fall on your knees before me for my goodness! If I were to say so, you would all be put to hard labor.”


    About a score of peasants stood with bared heads and listened in silence. It began to grow dusk; the clouds lowered. The blue-eyed peasant walked up to the steps, and said with a sigh:


    “That’s the kind of business we have here!”


    “Ye-es,” the mother rejoined quietly.


    He looked at her with an open gaze.


    “What’s your occupation?” he asked after a pause.


    “I buy lace from the women, and linen, too.”


    The peasant slowly stroked his beard. Then looking up at the town hall he said gloomily and softly:


    “You won’t find anything of that kind here.”


    The mother looked down on him, and waited for a more suitable moment to depart for the tavern. The peasant’s face was thoughtful and handsome and his eyes were sad. Broad-shouldered and tall, he was dressed in a patched-up coat, in a clean chintz shirt, and reddish homespun trousers. His feet were stockingless.


    The mother for some reason drew a sigh of relief, and suddenly obeying an impulse from within, yielding to an instinct that got the better of her reason, she surprised herself by asking him:


    “Can I stay in your house overnight?”


    At the question everything in her muscles, her bones, tightened stiffly. She straightened herself, holding her breath, and fixed her eyes on the peasant. Pricking thoughts quickly flashed through her mind: “I’ll ruin everybody — Nikolay Ivanovich, Sonyushka — I’ll not see Pasha for a long time — they’ll kill him — —”


    Looking on the ground, the peasant answered deliberately, folding his coat over his breast:


    “Stay overnight? Yes, you can. Why not? Only my home is very poor!”


    “Never mind; I’m not used to luxury,” the mother answered uncalculatingly.


    “You can stay with me overnight,” the peasant repeated, measuring her with a searching glance.


    It had already grown dark, and in the twilight his eyes shone cold, his face seemed very pale. The mother looked around, and as if dropping under distress, she said in an undertone:


    “Then I’ll go at once, and you’ll take my valise.”


    “All right!” He shrugged his shoulders, again folded his coat and said softly:


    “There goes the wagon!”


    In a few moments, after the crowd had begun to disperse, Rybin appeared again on the steps of the town hall. His hands were bound; his head and face were wrapped up in a gray cloth, and he was pushed into a waiting wagon.


    “Farewell, good people!” his voice rang out in the cold evening twilight. “Search for the truth. Guard it! Believe the man who will bring you the clean word; cherish him. Don’t spare yourselves in the cause of truth!”


    “Silence, you dog!” shouted the voice of the police commissioner. “Policeman, start the horses up, you fool!”


    “What have you to be sorry for? What sort of life have you?”


    The wagon started. Sitting in it with a policeman on either side, Rybin shouted dully:


    “For the sake of what are you perishing — in hunger? Strive for freedom — it’ll give you bread and — truth. Farewell, good people!”


    The hasty rumble of the wheels, the tramp of the horses, the shout of the police officer, enveloped his speech and muffled it.


    “It’s done!” said the peasant, shaking his head. “You wait at the station a little while, and I’ll come soon.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XI


    
      
    


    


    The mother went to the room in the tavern, sat herself at the table in front of the samovar, took a piece of bread in her hand, looked at it, and slowly put it back on the plate. She was not hungry; the feeling in her breast rose again and flushed her with nausea. She grew faint and dizzy; the blood was sucked from her heart. Before her stood the face of the blue-eyed peasant. It was a face that expressed nothing and failed to arouse confidence. For some reason the mother did not want to tell herself in so many words that he would betray her. The suspicion lay deep in her breast — a dead weight, dull and motionless.


    “He scented me!” she thought idly and faintly. “He noticed — he guessed.” Further than this her thoughts would not go, and she sank into an oppressive despondency. The nausea, the spiritless stillness beyond the window that replaced the noise, disclosed something huge, but subdued, something frightening, which sharpened her feeling of solitude, her consciousness of powerlessness, and filled her heart with ashen gloom.


    The young girl came in and stopped at the door.


    “Shall I bring you an omelette?”


    “No, thank you, I don’t want it; the shouts frightened me.”


    The girl walked up to the table and began to speak excitedly in hasty, terror-stricken tones:


    “How the police commissioner beat him! I stood near and could see. All his teeth were broken. He spit out and his teeth fell on the ground. The blood came thick — thick and dark. You couldn’t see his eyes at all; they were swollen up. He’s a tar man. The sergeant is in there in our place drunk, but he keeps on calling for whisky. They say there was a whole band of them, and that this bearded man was their elder, the hetman. Three were captured and one escaped. They seized a teacher, too; he was also with them. They don’t believe in God, and they try to persuade others to rob all the churches. That’s the kind of people they are; and our peasants, some of them pitied him — that fellow — and others say they should have settled him for good and all. We have such mean peasants here! Oh, my! oh, my!”


    The mother, by giving the girl’s disconnected, rapid talk her fixed attention, tried to stifle her uneasiness, to dissipate her dismal forebodings. As for the girl, she must have rejoiced in an auditor. Her words fairly choked her and she babbled on in lowered voice with greater and greater animation:


    “Papa says it all comes from the poor crop. This is the second year we’ve had a bad harvest. The people are exhausted. That’s the reason we have such peasants springing up now. What a shame! You ought to hear them shout and fight at the village assemblies. The other day when Vosynkov was sold out for arrears he dealt the starosta (bailiff) a cracking blow on the face. ‘There are my arrears for you!’ he says.”


    Heavy steps were heard at the door. The mother rose to her feet with difficulty. The blue-eyed peasant came in, and taking off his hat asked:


    “Where is the baggage?”


    He lifted the valise lightly, shook it, and said:


    “Why, it’s empty! Marya, show the guest the way to my house,” and he walked off without looking around.


    “Are you going to stay here overnight?” asked the girl.


    “Yes. I’m after lace; I buy lace.”


    “They don’t make lace here. They make lace in Tinkov and in Daryina, but not among us.”


    “I’m going there to-morrow; I’m tired.”


    On paying for the tea she made the girl very happy by handing her three kopecks. On the road the girl’s feet splashed quickly in the mud.


    “If you want to, I’ll run over to Daryina, and I’ll tell the women to bring their lace here. That’ll save your going there. It’s about eight miles.”


    “That’s not necessary, my dear.”


    The cold air refreshed the mother as she stepped along beside the girl. A resolution slowly formulated itself in her mind — confused, but fraught with a promise. She wished to hasten its growth, and asked herself persistently: “How shall I behave? Suppose I come straight out with the truth?”


    It was dark, damp, and cold. The windows of the peasants’ huts shone dimly with a motionless reddish light; the cattle lowed drowsily in the stillness, and short halloos reverberated through the fields. The village was clothed in darkness and an oppressive melancholy.


    “Here!” said the girl, “you’ve chosen a poor lodging for yourself. This peasant is very poor.” She opened the door and shouted briskly into the hut: “Aunt Tatyana, a lodger has come!” She ran away, her “Good-by!” flying back from the darkness.


    The mother stopped at the threshold and peered about with her palm above her eyes. The hut was very small, but its cleanness and neatness caught the eye at once. From behind the stove a young woman bowed silently and disappeared. On a table in a corner toward the front of the room burned a lamp. The master of the hut sat at the table, tapping his fingers on its edge. He fixed his glance on the mother’s eyes.


    “Come in!” he said, after a deliberate pause.


    “Tatyana, go call Pyotr. Quick!”


    The woman hastened away without looking at her guest. The mother seated herself on the bench opposite the peasant and looked around — her valise was not in sight. An oppressive stillness filled the hut, broken only by the scarcely audible sputtering of the lamplight. The face of the peasant, preoccupied and gloomy, wavered in vague outline before the eyes of the mother, and for some reason caused her dismal annoyance.


    “Well, why doesn’t he say something? Quick!”


    “Where’s my valise?” Her loud, stern question coming suddenly was a surprise to herself. The peasant shrugged his shoulders and thoughtfully gave the indefinite answer:


    “It’s safe.” He lowered his voice and continued gloomily: “Just now, in front of the girl, I said on purpose that it was empty. No, it’s not empty. It’s very heavily loaded.”


    “Well, what of it?”


    The peasant rose, approached her, bent over her, and whispered: “Do you know that man?”


    The mother started, but answered firmly:


    “I do.”


    Her laconic reply, as it were, kindled a light within her which rendered everything outside clear. She sighed in relief. Shifting her position on the bench, she settled herself more firmly on it, while the peasant laughed broadly.


    “I guessed it — when you made the sign — and he, too. I asked him, whispering in his ear, whether he knows the woman standing on the steps.”


    “And what did he say?”


    “He? He says ‘there are a great many of us.’ Yes— ‘there are a great many of us,’ he says.”


    The peasant looked into the eyes of his guest questioningly, and, smiling again, he continued:


    “He’s a man of great force, he is brave, he speaks straight out. They beat him, and he keeps on his own way.”


    The peasant’s uncertain, weak voice, his unfinished, but clear face, his open eyes, inspired the mother with more and more confidence. Instead of alarm and despondency, a sharp, shooting pity for Rybin filled her bosom. Overwhelmed by her feelings, unable to restrain herself, she suddenly burst out in bitter malice:


    “Robbers, bigots!” and she broke into sobs.


    The peasant walked away from her, sullenly nodding his head.


    “The authorities have hired a whole lot of assistants to do their dirty work for them. Yes, yes.” He turned abruptly toward the mother again and said softly: “Here’s what I guessed — that you have papers in the valise. Is that true?”


    “Yes,” answered the mother simply, wiping away her tears. “I was bringing them to him.”


    He lowered his brows, gathered his beard into his hand, and looking on the floor was silent for a time.


    “The papers reached us, too; some books, also. We need them all. They are so true. I can do very little reading myself, but I have a friend — he can. My wife also reads to me.” The peasant pondered for a moment. “Now, then, what are you going to do with them — with the valise?”


    The mother looked at him.


    “I’ll leave it to you.”


    He was not surprised, did not protest, but only said curtly, “To us,” and nodded his head in assent. He let go of his beard, but continued to comb it with his fingers as he sat down.


    With inexorable, stubborn persistency the mother’s memory held up before her eyes the scene of Rybin’s torture. His image extinguished all thoughts in her mind. The pain and injury she felt for the man obscured every other sensation. Forgotten was the valise with the books and newspapers. She had feelings only for Rybin. Tears flowed constantly; her face was gloomy; but her voice did not tremble when she said to her host:


    “They rob a man, they choke him, they trample him in the mud — the accursed! And when he says, ‘What are you doing, you godless men?’ they beat and torture him.”


    “Power,” returned the peasant. “They have great power.”


    “From where do they get it?” exclaimed the mother, thoroughly aroused. “From us, from the people — they get everything from us.”


    “Ye-es,” drawled the peasant. “It’s a wheel.” He bent his head toward the door, listening attentively. “They’re coming,” he said softly.


    “Who?”


    “Our people, I suppose.”


    His wife entered. A freckled peasant, stooping, strode into the hut after her. He threw his cap into a corner, and quickly went up to their host.


    “Well?”


    The host nodded in confirmation.


    “Stepan,” said the wife, standing at the oven, “maybe our guest wants to eat something.”


    “No, thank you, my dear.”


    The freckled peasant moved toward the mother and said quietly, in a broken voice:


    “Now, then, permit me to introduce myself to you. My name is Pyotr Yegorov Ryabinin, nicknamed Shilo — the Awl. I understand something about your affairs. I can read and write. I’m no fool, so to speak.” He grasped the hand the mother extended to him, and wringing it, turned to the master of the house.


    “There, Stepan, see, Varvara Nikolayevna is a good lady, true. But in regard to all this, she says it is nonsense, nothing but dreams. Boys and different students, she says, muddle the people’s mind with absurdities. However, you saw just now a sober, steady man, as he ought to be, a peasant, arrested. Now, here is she, an elderly woman, and as to be seen, not of blue blood. Don’t be offended — what’s your station in life?”


    He spoke quickly and distinctly, without taking breath. His little beard shook nervously, and his dark eyes, which he screwed up, rapidly scanned the mother’s face and figure. Ragged, crumpled, his hair disheveled, he seemed just to have come from a fight, in which he had vanquished his opponent, and still to be flushed with the joy of victory. He pleased the mother with his sprightliness and his simple talk, which at once went straight to the point. She gave him a kind look as she answered his question. He once more shook her hand vigorously, and laughed softly.


    “You see, Stepan, it’s a clean business, an excellent business. I told you so. This is the way it is: the people, so to speak, are beginning to take things into their own hands. And as to the lady — she won’t tell you the truth; it’s harmful to her. I respect her, I must say; she’s a good person, and wishes us well — well, a little bit, and provided it won’t harm her any. But the people want to go straight, and they fear no loss and no harm — you see? — all life is harmful to them; they have no place to turn to; they have nothing all around except ‘Stop!’ which is shouted at them from all sides.”


    “I see,” said Stepan, nodding and immediately adding: “She’s uneasy about her baggage.”


    Pyotr gave the mother a shrewd wink, and again reassured her:


    “Don’t be uneasy; it’s all right. Everything will be all right, mother. Your valise is in my house. Just now when he told me about you — that you also participate in this work and that you know that man — I said to him: ‘Take care, Stepan! In such a serious business you must keep your mouth shut.’ Well, and you, too, mother, seem to have scented us when we stood near you. The faces of honest people can be told at once. Not many of them walk the streets, to speak frankly. Your valise is in my house.” He sat down alongside of her and looked entreatingly into her eyes. “If you wish to empty it we’ll help you, with pleasure. We need books.”


    “She wants to give us everything,” remarked Stepan.


    “First rate, mother! We’ll find a place for all of it.” He jumped to his feet, burst into a laugh, and quickly pacing up and down the room said contentedly: “The matter is perfectly simple: in one place it snaps, and in another it is tied up. Very well! And the newspaper, mother, is a good one, and does its work — it peels the people’s eyes open; it’s unpleasant to the masters. I do carpentry work for a lady about five miles from here — a good woman, I must admit. She gives me various books, sometimes very simple books. I read them over — I might as well fall asleep. In general we’re thankful to her. But I showed her one book and a number of a newspaper; she was somewhat offended. ‘Drop it, Pyotr!’ she said. ‘Yes, this,’ she says, ‘is the work of senseless youngsters; from such a business your troubles can only increase; prison and Siberia for this,’ she says.”


    He grew abruptly silent, reflected for a moment, and asked: “Tell me, mother, this man — is he a relative of yours?”


    “A stranger.”


    Pyotr threw his head back and laughed noiselessly, very well satisfied with something. To the mother, however, it seemed the very next instant that, in reference to Rybin, the word “stranger” was not in place; it jarred upon her.


    “I’m not a relative of his; but I’ve known him for a long time, and I look up to him as to an elder brother.”


    She was pained and displeased not to find the word she wanted, and she could not suppress a quiet groan. A sad stillness pervaded the hut. Pyotr leaned his head upon one shoulder; his little beard, narrow and sharp, stuck out comically on one side, and gave his shadow swinging on the wall the appearance of a man sticking out his tongue teasingly. Stepan sat with his elbows on the table, and beat a tattoo on the boards. His wife stood at the oven without stirring; the mother felt her look riveted upon herself and often glanced at the woman’s face — oval, swarthy, with a straight nose, and a chin cut off short; her dark and thick eyebrows joined sternly, her eyelids drooped, and from under them her greenish eyes shone sharply and intently.


    “A friend, that is to say,” said Pyotr quietly. “He has character, indeed he has; he esteems himself highly, as he ought to; he has put a high price on himself, as he ought to. There’s a man, Tatyana! You say — —”


    “Is he married?” Tatyana interposed, and compressed the thin lips of her small mouth.


    “He’s a widower,” answered the mother sadly.


    “That’s why he’s so brave,” remarked Tatyana. Her utterance was low and difficult. “A married man like him wouldn’t go — he’d be afraid.”


    “And I? I’m married and everything, and yet—” exclaimed Pyotr.


    “Enough!” she said without looking at him and twisting her lips. “Well, what are you? You only talk a whole lot, and on rare occasions you read a book. It doesn’t do people much good for you and Stepan to whisper to each other on the corners.”


    “Why, sister, many people hear me,” quietly retorted the peasant, offended. “I act as a sort of yeast here. It isn’t fair in you to speak that way.”


    Stepan looked at his wife silently and again drooped his head.


    “And why should a peasant marry?” asked Tatyana. “He needs a worker, they say. What work?”


    “You haven’t enough? You want more?” Stepan interjected dully.


    “But what sense is there in the work we do? We go half-hungry from day to day anyhow. Children are born; there’s no time to look after them on account of the work that doesn’t give us bread.” She walked up to the mother, sat down next to her, and spoke on stubbornly, no plaint nor mourning in her voice. “I had two children; one, when he was two years old, was boiled to death in hot water; the other was born dead — from this thrice-accursed work. Such a happy life! I say a peasant has no business to marry. He only binds his hands. If he were free he would work up to a system of life needed by everybody. He would come out directly and openly for the truth. Am I right, mother?”


    “You are. You’re right, my dear. Otherwise we can’t conquer life.”


    “Have you a husband?”


    “He died. I have a son.”


    “And where is he? Does he live with you?”


    “He’s in prison.” The mother suddenly felt a calm pride in these words, usually painful to her. “This is the second time — all because he came to understand God’s truth and sowed it openly without sparing himself. He’s a young man, handsome, intelligent; he planned a newspaper, and gave Mikhaïl Ivanovich a start on his way, although he’s only half of Mikhaïl’s age. Now they’re going to try my son for all this, and sentence him; and he’ll escape from Siberia and continue with his work.”


    Her pride waxed as she spoke. It created the image of a hero, and demanded expression in words. The mother needed an offset — something fine and bright — to balance the gloomy incident she had witnessed that day, with its senseless horror and shameless cruelty. Instinctively yielding to this demand of a healthy soul, she reached out for everything she had seen that was pure and shining and heaped it into one dazzling, cleansing fire.


    “Many such people have already been born, more and more are being born, and they will all stand up for the freedom of the people, for the truth, to the very end of their lives.”


    She forgot precaution, and although she did not mention names, she told everything known to her of the secret work for the emancipation of the people from the chains of greed. In depicting the personalities she put all her force into her words, all the abundance of love awakened in her so late by her rousing experiences. And she herself became warmly enamored of the images rising up in her memory, illumined and beautified by her feeling.


    “The common cause advances throughout the world in all the cities. There’s no measuring the power of the good people. It keeps growing and growing, and it will grow until the hour of our victory, until the resurrection of truth.”


    Her voice flowed on evenly, the words came to her readily, and she quickly strung them, like bright, varicolored beads, on strong threads of her desire to cleanse her heart of the blood and filth of that day. She saw that the three people were as if rooted to the spot where her speech found them, and that they looked at her without stirring. She heard the intermittent breathing of the woman sitting by her side, and all this magnified the power of her faith in what she said, and in what she promised these people.


    “All those who have a hard life, whom want and injustice crush — it’s the rich and the servitors of the rich who have overpowered them. The whole people ought to go out to meet those who perish in the dungeons for them, and endure mortal torture. Without gain to themselves they show where the road to happiness for all people lies. They frankly admit it is a hard road, and they force no one to follow them. But once you take your position by their side you will never leave them. You will see it is the true, the right road. With such persons the people may travel. Such persons will not be reconciled to small achievements; they will not stop until they will vanquish all deceit, all evil and greed. They will not fold their hands until the people are welded into one soul, until the people will say in one voice: ‘I am the ruler, and I myself will make the laws equal for all.’”


    She ceased from exhaustion, and looked about. Her words would not be wasted here, she felt assured. The silence lasted for a minute, while the peasants regarded her as if expecting more. Pyotr stood in the middle of the hut, his hands clasped behind his back, his eyes screwed up, a smile quivering on his freckled face. Stepan was leaning one hand on the table; with his neck and entire body forward, he seemed still to be listening. A shadow on his face gave it more finish. His wife, sitting beside the mother, bent over, her elbows on her knees, and studied her feet.


    “That’s how it is,” whispered Pyotr, and carefully sat on the bench, shaking his head.


    Stepan slowly straightened himself, looked at his wife, and threw his hands in the air, as if grasping for something.


    “If a man takes up this work,” he began thoughtfully in a moderated voice, “then his entire soul is needed.”


    Pyotr timidly assented:


    “Yes, he mustn’t look back.”


    “The work has spread very widely,” continued Stepan.


    “Over the whole earth,” added Pyotr.


    They both spoke like men walking in darkness, groping for the way with their feet. The mother leaned against the wall, and throwing back her head listened to their careful utterances. Tatyana arose, looked around, and sat down again. Her green eyes gleamed dryly as she looked into the peasants’ faces with dissatisfaction and contempt.


    “It seems you’ve been through a lot of misery,” she said, suddenly turning to the mother.


    “I have.”


    “You speak well. You draw — you draw the heart after your talk. It makes me think, it makes me think, ‘God! If I could only take a peep at such people and at life through a chink!’ How does one live? What life has one? The life of sheep. Here am I; I can read and write; I read books, I think a whole lot. Sometimes I don’t even sleep the entire night because I think. And what sense is there in it? If I don’t think, my existence is a purposeless existence; and if I do, it is also purposeless. And everything seems purposeless. There are the peasants, who work and tremble over a piece of bread for their homes, and they have nothing. It hurts them, enrages them; they drink, fight, and work again — work, work, work. But what comes of it? Nothing.”


    She spoke with scorn in her eyes and in her voice, which was low and even, but at times broke off like a taut thread overstrained. The peasants were silent, the wind glided by the window panes, buzzed through the straw of the roofs, and at times whined softly down the chimney. A dog barked, and occasional drops of rain pattered on the window. Suddenly the light flared in the lamp, dimmed, but in a second sprang up again even and bright.


    “I listened to your talk, and I see what people live for now. It’s so strange — I hear you, and I think, ‘Why, I know all this.’ And yet, until you said it, I hadn’t heard such things, and I had no such thoughts. Yes.”


    “I think we ought to take something to eat, and put out the lamp,” said Stepan, somberly and slowly. “People will notice that at the Chumakovs’ the light burned late. It’s nothing for us, but it might turn out bad for the guest.”


    Tatyana arose and walked to the oven.


    “Ye-es,” Pyotr said softly, with a smile. “Now, friend, keep your ears pricked. When the papers appear among the people — —”


    “I’m not speaking of myself. If they arrest me, it’s no great matter.”


    The wife came up to the table and asked Stepan to make room.


    He arose and watched her spread the table as he stood to one side.


    “The price of fellows of our kind is a nickel a bundle, a hundred in a bundle,” he said with a smile.


    The mother suddenly pitied him. He now pleased her more.


    “You don’t judge right, host,” she said. “A man mustn’t agree to the price put upon him by people from the outside, who need nothing of him except his blood. You, knowing yourself within, must put your own estimate on yourself — your price, not for your enemies, but for your friends.”


    “What friends have we?” the peasant exclaimed softly. “Up to the first piece of bread.”


    “And I say that the people have friends.”


    “Yes, they have, but not here — that’s the trouble,” Stepan deliberated.


    “Well, then create them here.”


    Stepan reflected a while. “We’ll try.”


    “Sit down at the table,” Tatyana invited her.


    At supper, Pyotr, who had been subdued by the talk of the mother and appeared to be at a loss, began to speak again with animation:


    “Mother, you ought to get out of here as soon as possible, to escape notice. Go to the next station, not to the city — hire the post horses.”


    “Why? I’m going to see her off!” said Stepan.


    “You mustn’t. In case anything happens and they ask you whether she slept in your house— ‘She did.’ ‘When did she go?’ ‘I saw her off.’ ‘Aha! You did? Please come to prison!’ Do you understand? And no one ought to be in a hurry to get into prison; everybody’s turn will come. ‘Even the Czar will die,’ as the saying goes. But the other way: she simply spent the night in your house, hired horses, and went away. And what of it? Somebody passing through the village sleeps with somebody in the village. There’s nothing in that.”


    “Where did you learn to be afraid, Pyotr?” Tatyana scoffed.


    “A man must know everything, friend!” Pyotr exclaimed, striking his knee— “know how to fear, know how to be brave. You remember how a policeman lashed Vaganov for that newspaper? Now you’ll not persuade Vaganov for any amount of money to take a book in his hand. Yes; you believe me, mother, I’m a sharp fellow for every sort of a trick — everybody knows it. I’m going to scatter these books and papers for you in the best shape and form, as much as you please. Of course, the people here are not educated; they’ve been intimidated. However, the times squeeze a man and wide open go his eyes, ‘What’s the matter?’ And the book answers him in a perfectly simple way: ‘That’s what’s the matter — Think! Unite! Nothing else is left for you to do!’ There are examples of men who can’t read or write and can understand more than the educated ones — especially if the educated ones have their stomachs full. I go about here everywhere; I see much. Well? It’s possible to live; but you want brains and a lot of cleverness in order not to sit down in the cesspool at once. The authorities, too, smell a rat, as though a cold wind were blowing on them from the peasants. They see the peasant smiles very little, and altogether is not very kindly disposed and wants to disaccustom himself to the authorities. The other day in Smolyakov, a village not far from here, they came to extort the taxes; and your peasants got stubborn and flew into a passion. The police commissioner said straight out: ‘Oh, you damned scoundrels! why, this is disobedience to the Czar!’ There was one little peasant there, Spivakin, and says he: ‘Off with you to the evil mother with your Czar! What kind of a Czar is he if he pulls the last shirt off your body?’ That’s how far it went, mother. Of course, they snatched Spivakin off to prison. But the word remained, and even the little boys know it. It lives! It shouts! And perhaps in our days the word is worth more than a man. People are stupefied and deadened by their absorption in breadwinning. Yes.”


    Pyotr did not eat, but kept on talking in a quick whisper, his dark, roguish eyes gleaming merrily. He lavishly scattered before the mother innumerable little observations on the village life — they rolled from him like copper coins from a full purse.


    Stepan several times reminded him: “Why don’t you eat?” Pyotr would then seize a piece of bread and a spoon and fall to talking and sputtering again like a goldfinch. Finally, after the meal, he jumped to his feet and announced:


    “Well, it’s time for me to go home. Good-by, mother!” and he shook her hand and nodded his head. “Maybe we shall never see each other again. I must say to you that all this is very good — to meet you and hear your speeches — very good! Is there anything in your valise beside the printed matter? A shawl? Excellent! A shawl, remember, Stepan. He’ll bring you the valise at once. Come, Stepan. Good-by. I wish everything good to you.”


    After he had gone the crawling sound of the roaches became audible in the hut, the blowing of the wind over the roof and its knocking against the door in the chimney. A fine rain dripped monotonously on the window. Tatyana prepared a bed for the mother on the bench with clothing brought from the oven and the storeroom.


    “A lively man!” remarked the mother.


    The hostess looked at her sidewise.


    “A light fellow,” she answered. “He rattles on and rattles on; you can’t but hear the rattling at a great distance.”


    “And how is your husband?” asked the mother.


    “So so. A good peasant; he doesn’t drink; we live peacefully. So so. Only he has a weak character.” She straightened herself, and after a pause asked:


    “Why, what is it that’s wanted nowadays? What’s wanted is that the people should be stirred up to revolt. Of course! Everybody thinks about it, but privately, for himself. And what’s necessary is that he should speak out aloud. Some one person must be the first to decide to do it.” She sat down on the bench and suddenly asked: “Tell me, do young ladies also occupy themselves with this? Do they go about with the workingmen and read? Aren’t they squeamish and afraid?” She listened attentively to the mother’s reply and fetched a deep sigh; then drooping her eyelids and inclining her head, she said: “In one book I read the words ‘senseless life.’ I understood them very well at once. I know such a life. Thoughts there are, but they’re not connected, and they stray like stupid sheep without a shepherd. They stray and stray, with no one to bring them together. There’s no understanding in people of what must be done. That’s what a senseless life is. I’d like to run away from it without even looking around — such a severe pang one suffers when one understands something!”


    The mother perceived the pang in the dry gleam of the woman’s green eyes, in her wizened face, in her voice. She wanted to pet and soothe her.


    “You understand, my dear, what to do — —”


    Tatyana interrupted her softly:


    “A person must be able — The bed’s ready for you. Lie down and sleep.”


    She went over to the oven and remained standing there erect, in silence, sternly centered in herself. The mother lay down without undressing. She began to feel the weariness in her bones and groaned softly. Tatyana walked up to the table, extinguished the lamp, and when darkness descended on the hut she resumed speech in her low, even voice, which seemed to erase something from the flat face of the oppressive darkness.


    “You do not pray? I, too, think there is no God, there are no miracles. All these things were contrived to frighten us, to make us stupid.”


    The mother turned about on the bench uneasily; the dense darkness looked straight at her from the window, and the scarcely audible crawling of the roaches persistently disturbed the quiet. She began to speak almost in a whisper and fearfully:


    “In regard to God, I don’t know; but I do believe in Christ, in the Little Father. I believe in his words, ‘Love thy neighbor as thyself.’ Yes, I believe in them.” And suddenly she asked in perplexity: “But if there is a God, why did He withdraw his good power from us? Why did He allow the division of people into two worlds? Why, if He is merciful, does He permit human torture — the mockery of one man by another, all kinds of evil and beastliness?”


    Tatyana was silent. In the darkness the mother saw the faint outline of her straight figure — gray on the black background. She stood motionless. The mother closed her eyes in anguish. Then the groaning, cold voice sullenly broke in upon the stillness again:


    “The death of my children I will never forgive, neither God nor man — I will never forgive — never!”


    Nilovna uneasily rose from her bed; her heart understood the mightiness of the pain that evoked such words.


    “You are young; you will still have children,” she said kindly.


    The woman did not answer immediately. Then she whispered:


    “No, no. I’m spoiled. The doctor says I’ll never be able to have a child again.”


    A mouse ran across the floor, something cracked — a flash of sound flaring up in the noiselessness. The autumn rain again rustled on the thatch like light thin fingers running over the roof. Large drops of water dismally fell to the ground, marking the slow course of the autumn night. Hollow steps on the street, then on the porch, awoke the mother from a heavy slumber. The door opened carefully.


    “Tatyana!” came the low call. “Are you in bed already?”


    “No.”


    “Is she asleep?”


    “It seems she is.”


    A light flared up, trembled, and sank into the darkness.


    The peasant walked over to the mother’s bed, adjusted the sheepskin over her, and wrapped up her feet. The attention touched the mother in its simplicity. She closed her eyes again and smiled. Stepan undressed in silence, crept up to the loft, and all became quiet.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XII


    
      
    


    


    The mother lay motionless, with ears strained in the drowsy stillness, and before her in the darkness wavered Rybin’s face covered with blood. In the loft a dry whisper could be heard.


    “You see what sort of people go into this work? Even elderly people who have drunk the cup of misery to the bottom, who have worked, and for whom it is time to rest. And there they are! But you are young, sensible! Ah, Stepan!”


    The thick, moist voice of the peasant responded:


    “Such an affair — you mustn’t take it up without thinking over it. Just wait a little while!”


    “I’ve heard you say so before.” The sounds dropped, and rose again. The voice of Stepan rang out:


    “You must do it this way — at first you must take each peasant aside and speak to him by himself — for instance, to Makov Alesha, a lively man — can read and write — was wronged by the police; Shorin Sergey, also a sensible peasant; Knyazev, an honest, bold man, and that’ll do to begin with. Then we’ll get a group together, we look about us — yes. We must learn how to find her; and we ourselves must take a look at the people about whom she spoke. I’ll shoulder my ax and go off to the city myself, making out I’m going there to earn money by splitting wood. You must proceed carefully in this matter. She’s right when she says that the price a man has is according to his own estimate of himself — and this is an affair in which you must set a high value on yourself when once you take it up. There’s that peasant! See! You can put him even before God, not to speak of before a police commissioner. He won’t yield. He stands for his own firmly — up to his knees in it. And Nikita, why his honor was suddenly pricked — a marvel? No. If the people will set out in a friendly way to do something together, they’ll draw everybody after them.”


    “Friendly! They beat a man in front of your eyes, and you stand with your mouths wide open.”


    “You just wait a little while. He ought to thank God we didn’t beat him ourselves, that man. Yes, indeed. Sometimes the authorities compel you to beat, and you do beat. Maybe you weep inside yourself with pity, but still you beat. People don’t dare to decline from beastliness — they’ll be killed themselves for it. They command you, ‘Be what I want you to be — a wolf, a pig’ — but to be a man is prohibited. And a bold man they’ll get rid of — send to the next world. No. You must contrive for many to get bold at once, and for all to arise suddenly.”


    He whispered for a long time, now lowering his voice so that the mother scarcely could hear, and now bursting forth powerfully. Then the woman would stop him. “S-sh, you’ll wake her.”


    The mother fell into a heavy dreamless sleep.


    Tatyana awakened her in the early twilight, when the dusk still peered through the window with blank eyes, and when brazen sounds of the church bell floated and melted over the village in the gray, cold stillness.


    “I have prepared the samovar. Take some tea or you’ll be cold if you go out immediately after getting up.”


    Stepan, combing his tangled beard, asked the mother solicitously how to find her in the city. To-day the peasant’s face seemed more finished to her. While they drank tea he remarked, smiling:


    “How wonderfully things happen!”


    “What?” asked Tatyana.


    “Why, this acquaintance — so simply.”


    The mother said thoughtfully, but confidently:


    “In this affair there’s a marvelous simplicity in everything.”


    The host and hostess restrained themselves from demonstrativeness in parting with her; they were sparing of words, but lavish in little attentions for her comfort.


    Sitting in the post, the mother reflected that this peasant would begin to work carefully, noiselessly, like a mole, without cease, and that at his side the discontented voice of his wife would always sound, and the dry burning gleam in her green eyes would never die out of her so long as she cherished the revengeful wolfish anguish of a mother for lost children.


    The mother recalled Rybin — his blood, his face, his burning eyes, his words. Her heart was compressed again with a bitter feeling of impotence; and along the entire road to the city the powerful figure of black-bearded Mikhaïl with his torn shirt, his hands bound behind his back, his disheveled head, clothed in wrath and faith in his truth, stood out before her on the drab background of the gray day. And as she regarded the figure, she thought of the numberless villages timidly pressed to the ground; of the people, faint-heartedly and secretly awaiting the coming of truth; and of the thousands of people who senselessly and silently work their whole lifetime without awaiting the coming of anything.


    Life represented itself to her as an unplowed, hilly field, which mutely awaits the workers and promises a harvest to free and honest hands: “Fertilize me with seeds of reason and truth; I will return them to you a hundredfold.”


    When from afar she saw the roofs and spires of the city, a warm joy animated and eased her perturbed, worn heart. The preoccupied faces of those people flashed up in her memory who, from day to day, without cease, in perfect confidence kindle the fire of thought and scatter the sparks over the whole earth. Her soul was flooded by the serene desire to give these people her entire force, and — doubly the love of a mother, awakened and animated by their thoughts.


    At home Nikolay opened the door for the mother. He was disheveled and held a book in his hand.


    “Already?” he exclaimed joyfully. “You’ve returned very quickly. Well, I’m glad, very glad.”


    His eyes blinked kindly and briskly behind his glasses. He quickly helped her off with her wraps, and said with an affectionate smile:


    “And here in my place, as you see, there was a search last night. And I wondered what the reason for it could possibly be — whether something hadn’t happened to you. But you were not arrested. If they had arrested you they wouldn’t have let me go either.”


    He led her into the dining room, and continued with animation: “However, they suggested that I should be discharged from my position. That doesn’t distress me. I was sick, anyway, of counting the number of horseless peasants, and ashamed to receive money for it, too; for the money actually comes from them. It would have been awkward for me to leave the position of my own accord. I am under obligations to the comrades in regard to work. And now the matter has found its own solution. I’m satisfied!”


    The mother sat down and looked around. One would have supposed that some powerful man in a stupid fit of insolence had knocked the walls of the house from the outside until everything inside had been jolted down. The portraits were scattered on the floor; the wall paper was torn away and stuck out in tufts; a board was pulled out of the flooring; a window sill was ripped away; the floor by the oven was strewn with ashes. The mother shook her head at the sight of this familiar picture.


    “They wanted to show that they don’t get money for nothing,” remarked Nikolay.


    On the table stood a cold samovar, unwashed dishes, sausages, and cheese on paper, along with plates, crumbs of bread, books, and coals from the samovar. The mother smiled. Nikolay also laughed in embarrassment, following the look of her eyes.


    “It was I who didn’t waste time in completing the picture of the upset. But never mind, Nilovna, never mind! I think they’re going to come again. That’s the reason I didn’t pick it all up. Well, how was your trip?”


    The mother started at the question. Rybin arose before her; she felt guilty at not having told of him immediately. Bending over a chair, she moved up to Nikolay and began her narrative. She tried to preserve her calm in order not to omit something as a result of excitement.


    “They caught him!”


    A quiver shot across Nikolay’s face.


    “They did? How?”


    The mother stopped his questions with a gesture of her hand, and continued as if she were sitting before the very face of justice and bringing in a complaint regarding the torture of a man. Nikolay threw himself back in his chair, grew pale, and listened, biting his lips. He slowly removed his glasses, put them on the table, and ran his hand over his face as if wiping away invisible cobwebs. The mother had never seen him wear so austere an expression.


    When she concluded he arose, and for a minute paced the floor in silence, his fists thrust deep into his pockets. Conquering his agitation he looked almost calmly with a hard gleam in his eyes into the face of the mother, which was covered with silent tears.


    “Nilovna, we mustn’t waste time! Let us try, dear comrade, to take ourselves in hand.” Then he remarked through his teeth:


    “He must be a remarkable fellow — such nobility! It’ll be hard for him in prison. Men like him feel unhappy there.” Stepping in front of the mother he exclaimed in a ringing voice: “Of course, all the commissioners and sergeants are nothings. They are sticks in the hands of a clever villain, a trainer of animals. But I would kill an animal for allowing itself to be turned into a brute!” He restrained his excitement, which, however, made itself felt to the mother’s perceptions. Again he strode through the room, and spoke in wrath: “See what horror! A gang of stupid people, protesting their pernicious power over the people, beat, stifle, oppress everybody. Savagery grows apace; cruelty becomes the law of life. A whole nation is depraved. Think of it! One part beats and turns brute; from immunity to punishment, sickens itself with a voluptuous greed of torture — that disgusting disease of slaves licensed to display all the power of slavish feelings and cattle habits. Others are poisoned with the desire for vengeance. Still others, beaten down to stupidity, become dumb and blind. They deprave the nation, the whole nation!” He stopped, leaning his elbows against the doorpost. He clasped his head in both hands, and was silent, his teeth set.


    “You involuntarily turn a beast yourself in this beastly life!”


    Smiling sadly, he walked up to her, and bending over her asked, pressing her hand: “Where is your valise?”


    “In the kitchen.”


    “A spy is standing at our gate. We won’t be able to get such a big mass of papers out of the way unnoticed. There’s no place to hide them in and I think they’ll come again to-night. I don’t want you to be arrested. So, however sorry we may be for the lost labor, let’s burn the papers.”


    “What?”


    “Everything in the valise!”


    She finally understood; and though sad, her pride in her success brought a complacent smile to her face.


    “There’s nothing in it — no leaflets.” With gradually increasing animation she told how she had placed them in the hands of sympathetic peasants after Rybin’s departure. Nikolay listened, at first with an uneasy frown, then in surprise, and finally exclaimed, interrupting her story:


    “Say, that’s capital! Nilovna, do you know—” He stammered, embarrassed, and pressing her hand, exclaimed quietly: “You touch me so by your faith in people, by your faith in the cause of their emancipation! You have such a good soul! I simply love you as I didn’t love my own mother!”


    Embracing his neck, she burst into happy sobs, and pressed his head to her lips.


    “Maybe,” he muttered, agitated and embarrassed by the newness of his feeling, “maybe I’m speaking nonsense; but, upon my honest word, you are a beautiful person, Nilovna — yes!”


    “My darling, I love you, too; and I love you all with my whole soul, every drop of my blood!” she said, choking with a wave of hot joy.


    The two voices blended into one throbbing speech, subdued and pulsating with the great feeling that was seizing the people.


    “Such a large, soft power is in you; it draws the heart toward you imperceptibly. How brightly you describe people! How well you see them!”


    “I see your life; I understand it, my dear!”


    “One loves you. And it’s such a marvelous thing to love a person — it’s so good, you know!”


    “It is you, you who raise the people from the dead to life again; you!” the mother whispered hotly, stroking his head. “My dear, I think I see there’s much work for you, much patience needed. Your power must not be wasted. It’s so necessary for life. Listen to what else happened: there was a woman there, the wife of that man — —”


    Nikolay sat near her, his happy face bent aside in embarrassment, and stroked his hair. But soon he turned around again, and looking at the mother, listened greedily to her simple and clear story.


    “A miracle! Every possibility of your getting into prison and suddenly — Yes, it’s evident that the peasants, too, are beginning to stir. After all, it’s natural. We ought to get special people for the villages. People! We haven’t enough — nowhere. Life demands hundreds of hands!”


    “Now, if Pasha could be free — and Andriusha,” said the mother softly. Nikolay looked at her and drooped his head.


    “You see, Nilovna, it’ll be hard for you to hear; but I’ll say it, anyway — I know Pavel well; he won’t leave prison. He wants to be tried; he wants to rise in all his height. He won’t give up a trial, and he needn’t either. He will escape from Siberia.”


    The mother sighed and answered softly:


    “Well, he knows what’s best for the cause.”


    Nikolay quickly jumped to his feet, suddenly seized with joy again.


    “Thank you, Nilovna! I’ve just lived through a magnificent moment — maybe the best moment of my life. Thank you! Now, come, let’s give each other a good, strong kiss!”


    They embraced, looking into each other’s eyes. And they gave each other firm, comradely kisses.


    “That’s good!” he said softly.


    The mother unclasped her hands from about his neck and laughed quietly and happily.


    “Um!” said Nikolay the next minute. “If your peasant there would hurry up and come here! You see, we must be sure to write a leaflet about Rybin for the village. It won’t hurt him once he’s come out so boldly, and it will help the cause. I’ll surely do it to-day. Liudmila will print it quickly. But then arises the question — how will it get to the village?”


    “I’ll take it!”


    “No, thank you!” Nikolay exclaimed quietly. “I’m wondering whether Vyesovshchikov won’t do for it. Shall I speak to him?”


    “Yes; suppose you try and instruct him.”


    “What’ll I do then?”


    “Don’t worry!”


    Nikolay sat down to write, while the mother put the table in order, from time to time casting a look at him. She saw how his pen trembled in his hand. It traveled along the paper in straight lines. Sometimes the skin on his neck quivered; he threw back his head and shut his eyes. All this moved her.


    “Execute them!” she muttered under her breath. “Don’t pity the villains!”


    “There! It’s ready!” he said, rising. “Hide the paper somewhere on your body. But know that when the gendarmes come they’ll search you, too!”


    “The dogs take them!” she answered calmly.


    In the evening Dr. Ivan Danilovich came.


    “What’s gotten into the authorities all of a sudden?” he said, running about the room. “There were seven searches last night. Where’s the patient?”


    “He left yesterday. To-day, you see, Saturday, he reads to working people. He couldn’t bring it over himself to omit the reading.”


    “That’s stupid — to sit at readings with a fractured skull!”


    “I tried to prove it to him, but unsuccessfully.”


    “He wanted to do a bit of boasting before the comrades,” observed the mother. “Look! I’ve already shed my blood!”


    The physician looked at her, made a fierce face, and said with set teeth:


    “Ugh! ugh! you bloodthirsty person!”


    “Well, Ivan, you’ve nothing to do here, and we’re expecting guests. Go away! Nilovna, give him the paper.”


    “Another paper?”


    “There, take it and give it to the printer.”


    “I’ve taken it; I’ll deliver it. Is that all?”


    “That’s all. There’s a spy at the gate.”


    “I noticed. At my door, too. Good-by! Good-by, you fierce woman! And do you know, friends, a squabble in a cemetery is a fine thing after all! The whole city’s talking about it. It stirs the people up and compels them to think. Your article on that subject was excellent, and it came in time. I always said that a good fight is better than a bad peace.”


    “All right. Go away now!”


    “You’re polite! Let’s shake hands, Nilovna. And that fellow — he certainly behaved stupidly. Do you know where he lives?”


    Nikolay gave him the address.


    “I must go to him to-morrow. He’s a fine fellow, eh?”


    “Very!”


    “We must keep him alive; he has good brains. It’s from just such fellows that the real proletarian intellectuals ought to grow up — men to take our places when we leave for the region where evidently there are no class antagonisms. But, after all, who knows?”


    “You’ve taken to chattering, Ivan.”


    “I feel happy, that’s why. Well, I’m going! So you’re expecting prison? I hope you get a good rest there!”


    “Thank you, I’m not tired!”


    The mother listened to their conversation. Their solicitude in regard to the workingmen was pleasant to her; and, as always, the calm activity of these people which did not forsake them even before the gates of the prison, astonished her.


    After the physician left, Nikolay and the mother conversed quietly while awaiting their evening visitors. Then Nikolay told her at length of his comrades living in exile; of those who had already escaped and continued their work under assumed names. The bare walls of the room echoed the low sounds of his voice, as if listening in incredulous amazement to the stories of modest heroes who disinterestedly devoted all their powers to the great cause of liberty.


    A shadow kindly enveloped the woman, warming her heart with love for the unseen people, who in her imagination united into one huge person, full of inexhaustible, manly force. This giant slowly but incessantly strides over the earth, cleansing it, laying bare before the eyes of the people the simple and clear truth of life — the great truth that raises humanity from the dead, welcomes all equally, and promises all alike freedom from greed, from wickedness, and falsehood, the three monsters which enslaved and intimidated the whole world. The image evoked in the mother’s soul a feeling similar to that with which she used to stand before an ikon. After she had offered her joyful, grateful prayer, the day had then seemed lighter than the other days of her life. Now she forgot those days. But the feeling left by them had broadened, had become brighter and better, had grown more deeply into her soul. It was more keenly alive and burned more luminously.


    “But the gendarmes aren’t coming!” Nikolay exclaimed suddenly, interrupting his story.


    The mother looked at him, and after a pause answered in vexation:


    “Oh, well, let them go to the dogs!”


    “Of course! But it’s time for you to go to bed, Nilovna. You must be desperately tired. You’re wonderfully strong, I must say. So much commotion and disturbance, and you live through it all so lightly. Only your hair is turning gray very quickly. Now go and rest.”


    They pressed each other’s hand and parted.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XIII


    
      
    


    


    The mother fell quickly into a calm sleep, and rose early in the morning, awakened by a subdued tap at the kitchen door. The knock was incessant and patiently persistent. It was still dark and quiet, and the rapping broke in alarmingly on the stillness. Dressing herself rapidly, she walked out into the kitchen, and standing at the door asked:


    “Who’s there?”


    “I,” answered an unfamiliar voice.


    “Who?”


    “Open.” The quiet word was spoken in entreaty.


    The mother lifted the hook, pushed the door with her foot, and Ignaty entered, saying cheerfully:


    “Well, so I’m not mistaken. I’m at the right place.”


    He was spattered with mud up to his belt. His face was gray, his eyes fallen.


    “We’ve gotten into trouble in our place,” he whispered, locking the door behind him.


    “I know it.”


    The reply astonished the young man. He blinked and asked:


    “How? Where from?”


    She explained in a few rapid words, and asked:


    “Did they take the other comrades, too?”


    “They weren’t there. They had gone off to be recruited. Five were captured, including Rybin.”


    He snuffled and said, smiling:


    “And I was left over. I guess they’re looking for me. Let them look. I’m not going back there again, not for anything. There are other people there yet, some seven young men and a girl. Never mind! They’re all reliable.”


    “How did you find this place?” The mother smiled.


    The door from the room opened quietly.


    “I?” Seating himself on a bench and looking around, Ignaty exclaimed: “They crawled up at night, straight to the tar works. Well, a minute before they came the forester ran up to us and knocked on the window. ‘Look out, boys,’ says he, ‘they’re coming on you.’”


    He laughed softly, wiped his face with the flap of his coat, and continued:


    “Well, they can’t stun Uncle Mikhaïl even with a hammer. At once he says to me, ‘Ignaty, run away to the city, quick! You remember the elderly woman.’ And he himself writes a note. ‘There, go! Good-by, brother.’ He pushed me in the back. I flung out of the hut. I scrambled along on all fours through the bushes, and I hear them coming. There must have been a lot of them. You could hear the rustling on all sides, the devils — like a moose around the tar works. I lay in the bushes. They passed by me. Then I rose and off I went; and for two nights and a whole day I walked without stopping. My feet’ll ache for a week.”


    He was evidently satisfied with himself. A smile shone in his hazel eyes. His full red lips quivered.


    “I’ll set you up with some tea soon. You wash yourself while I get the samovar ready.”


    “I’ll give you the note.” He raised his leg with difficulty, and frowning and groaning put his foot on the bench and began to untie the leg wrappings.


    “I got frightened. ‘Well,’ thinks I, ‘I’m a goner.’”


    Nikolay appeared at the door. Ignaty in embarrassment dropped his foot to the floor and wanted to rise, but staggered and fell heavily on the bench, catching himself with his hands.


    “You sit still!” exclaimed the mother.


    “How do you do, comrade?” said Nikolay, screwing up his eyes good-naturedly and nodding his head. “Allow me, I’ll help you.”


    Kneeling on the floor in front of the peasant, he quickly unwound the dirty, damp wrappings.


    “Well!” the fellow exclaimed quietly, pulling back his foot and blinking in astonishment. He regarded the mother, who said, without paying attention to his look:


    “His legs ought to be rubbed down with alcohol.”


    “Of course!” said Nikolay.


    Ignaty snorted in embarrassment. Nikolay found the note, straightened it out, looked at it, and handed the gray, crumpled piece of paper to the mother.


    “For you.”


    “Read it.”


    “‘Mother, don’t let the affair go without your attention. Tell the tall lady not to forget to have them write more for our cause, I beg of you. Good-by. Rybin.’”


    “My darling!” said the mother sadly. “They’ve already seized him by the throat, and he — —”


    Nikolay slowly dropped his hand holding the note.


    “That’s magnificent!” he said slowly and respectfully. “It both touches and teaches.”


    Ignaty looked at them, and quietly shook his bared feet with his dirty hands. The mother, covering her tearful face, walked up to him with a basin of water, sat down on the floor, and stretched out her hands to his feet. But he quickly thrust them under the bench, exclaiming in fright:


    “What are you going to do?”


    “Give me your foot, quick!”


    “I’ll bring the alcohol at once,” said Nikolay.


    The young man shoved his foot still farther under the bench and mumbled:


    “What are you going to do? It’s not proper.”


    Then the mother silently unbared his other foot. Ignaty’s round face lengthened in amazement. He looked around helplessly with his wide-open eyes.


    “Why, it’s going to tickle me!”


    “You’ll be able to bear it,” answered the mother, beginning to wash his feet.


    Ignaty snorted aloud, and moving his neck awkwardly looked down at her, comically drooping his under lip.


    “And do you know,” she said tremulously, “that they beat Mikhaïl Ivanovich?”


    “What?” the peasant exclaimed in fright.


    “Yes; he had been beaten when they led him to the village, and in Nikolsk the sergeant beat him, the police commissioner beat him in the face and kicked him till he bled.” The mother became silent, overwhelmed by her recollections.


    “They can do it,” said the peasant, lowering his brows sullenly. His shoulders shook. “That is, I fear them like the devils. And the peasants — didn’t the peasants beat him?”


    “One beat him. The police commissioner ordered him to. All the others were so so — they even took his part. ‘You mustn’t beat him!’ they said.”


    “Um! Yes, yes! The peasants are beginning to realize where a man stands, and for what he stands.”


    “There are sensible people there, too.”


    “Where can’t you find sensible people? Necessity! They’re everywhere; but it’s hard to get at them. They hide themselves in chinks and crevices, and suck their hearts out each one for himself. Their resolution isn’t strong enough to make them gather into a group.”


    Nikolay brought a bottle of alcohol, put coals in the samovar, and walked away silently. Ignaty accompanied him with a curious look.


    “A gentleman?”


    “In this business there are no masters; they’re all comrades!”


    “It’s strange to me,” said Ignaty with a skeptical but embarrassed smile.


    “What’s strange?”


    “This: at one end they beat you in the face; at the other they wash your feet. Is there a middle of any kind?”


    The door of the room was flung open and Nikolay, standing on the threshold, said:


    “And in the middle stand the people who lick the hands of those who beat you in the face and suck the blood of those whose faces are beaten. That’s the middle!”


    Ignaty looked at him respectfully, and after a pause said: “That’s it!”


    The mother sighed. “Mikhaïl Ivanovich also always used to say, ‘That’s it!’ like an ax blow.”


    “Nilovna, you’re evidently tired. Permit me — I — —”


    The peasant pulled his feet uneasily.


    “That’ll do;” said the mother, rising. “Well, Ignaty, now wash yourself.”


    The young man arose, shifted his feet about, and stepped firmly on the floor.


    “They seem like new feet. Thank you! Many, many thanks!”


    He drew a wry face, his lips trembled, and his eyes reddened. After a pause, during which he regarded the basin of black water, he whispered softly:


    “I don’t even know how to thank you!”


    Then they sat down to the table to drink tea. And Ignaty soberly began:


    “I was the distributer of literature, a very strong fellow at walking. Uncle Mikhaïl gave me the job. ‘Distribute!’ says he; ‘and if you get caught you’re alone.’”


    “Do many people read?” asked Nikolay.


    “All who can. Even some of the rich read. Of course, they don’t get it from us. They’d clap us right into chains if they did! They understand that this is a slipknot for them in all ages.”


    “Why a slipknot?”


    “What else!” exclaimed Ignaty in amazement. “Why, the peasants are themselves going to take the land from everyone else. They’ll wash it out with their blood from under the gentry and the rich; that is to say, they themselves are going to divide it, and divide it so that there won’t be masters or workingmen anymore. How then? What’s the use of getting into a scrap if not for that?”


    Ignaty even seemed to be offended. He looked at Nikolay mistrustfully and skeptically. Nikolay smiled.


    “Don’t get angry,” said the mother jokingly.


    Nikolay thoughtfully exclaimed:


    “How shall we get the leaflets about Rybin’s arrest to the village?” Ignaty grew attentive.


    “I’ll speak to Vyesovshchikov to-day.”


    “Is there a leaflet already?” asked Ignaty.


    “Yes.”


    “Give it to me. I’ll take it.” Ignaty rubbed his hands at the suggestion, his eyes flashing. “I know where and how. Let me.”


    The mother laughed quietly, without looking at him.


    “Why, you’re tired and afraid, and you said you’d never go there again!”


    Ignaty smacked his lips and stroked his curly hair with his broad palm.


    “I’m tired; I’ll rest; and of course I’m afraid!” His manner was businesslike and calm. “They beat a man until the blood comes, as you yourself say — then who wants to be mutilated? But I’ll pull through somehow at night. Never mind! Give me the leaflets; this evening I’ll get on the go.” He was silent, thought a while, his eyebrows working. “I’ll go to the forest; I’ll hide the literature, and then I’ll notify our fellows: ‘Go get it.’ That’s better. If I myself should distribute them I might fall into the hands of the police, and it would be a pity for the leaflets. You must act carefully here. There are not many such leaflets!”


    “And how about your fear?” the mother observed again with a smile. This curly-haired, robust fellow put her into a good humor by his sincerity, which sounded in his every word, and shone from his round, determined face.


    “Fear is fear, and business is business!” he answered with a grin. “Why are you laughing at me, eh? You, too! Why, isn’t it natural to be afraid in this matter? Well, and if it’s necessary a man’ll go into a fire. Such an affair, it requires it.”


    “Ah, you, my child!”


    Ignaty, embarrassed, smiled. “Well, there you are — child!” he said.


    Nikolay began to speak, all the time looking good-naturedly with screwed-up eyes at the young peasant.


    “You’re not going there!”


    “Then what’ll I do? Where am I to be?” Ignaty asked uneasily.


    “Another fellow will go in place of you. And you’ll tell him in detail what to do and how to do it.”


    “All right!” said Ignaty. But his consent was not given at once, and then only reluctantly.


    “And for you we’ll obtain a good passport and make you a forester.”


    The young fellow quickly threw back his head and asked uneasily:


    “But if the peasants come there for wood, or there — in general — what’ll I do? Bind them? That doesn’t suit me.”


    The mother laughed, and Nikolay, too. This again confused and vexed Ignaty.


    “Don’t be uneasy!” Nikolay soothed him. “You won’t have to bind peasants. You trust us.”


    “Well, well,” said Ignaty, set at ease, smiling at Nikolay with confidence and merriness in his eyes. “If you could get me to the factory. There, they say, the fellows are mighty smart.”


    A fire seemed to be ever burning in his broad chest, unsteady as yet, not confident in its own power. It flashed brightly in his eyes, forced out from within; but suddenly it would nearly expire in fright and flicker behind the smoke of perplexed alarm and embarrassment.


    The mother rose from behind the table, and looking through the window reflected:


    “Ah, life! Five times in the day you laugh and five times you weep. All right. Well, are you through, Ignaty? Go to bed and sleep.”


    “But I don’t want to.”


    “Go on, go on!”


    “You’re stern in this place. Thank you for the tea, for the sugar, for the kindness.”


    Lying down in the mother’s bed he mumbled, scratching his head:


    “Now everything’ll smell of tar in your place. Ah, it’s all for nothing all this — plain coddling! I don’t want to sleep. You’re good people, yes. It’s more than I can understand — as if I’d gotten a hundred thousand miles away from the village — how he hit it off about the middle — and in the middle are the people who lick the hands — of those who beat the faces — um, yes.”


    And suddenly he gave a loud short snore and dropped off to sleep, with eyebrows raised high and half-open mouth.


    


    Late at night he sat in a little room of a basement at a table opposite Vyesovshchikov. He said in a subdued tone, knitting his brows:


    “On the middle window, four times.”


    “Four.”


    “At first three times like this” — he counted aloud as he tapped thrice on the table with his forefinger. “Then waiting a little, once again.”


    “I understand.”


    “A red-haired peasant will open the door for you, and will ask you for the midwife. You’ll tell him, ‘Yes, from the boss.’ Nothing else. He’ll understand your business.”


    They sat with heads bent toward each other, both robust fellows, conversing in half tones. The mother, with her arms folded on her bosom, stood at the table looking at them. All the secret tricks and passwords compelled her to smile inwardly as she thought, “Mere children still.”


    A lamp burned on the wall, illuminating a dark spot of dampness and pictures from journals. On the floor old pails were lying around, fragments of slate iron. A large, bright star out in the high darkness shone into the window. The odor of mildew, paint, and damp earth filled the room.


    Ignaty was dressed in a thick autumn overcoat of shaggy material. It pleased him; the mother observed how he stroked it admiringly with the palm of his hand, how he looked at himself, clumsily turning his powerful neck. Her bosom beat tenderly with, “My dears, my children, my own.”


    “There!” said Ignaty, rising. “You’ll remember, then? First you go to Muratov and ask for grandfather.”


    “I remember.”


    But Ignaty was still distrustful of Nikolay’s memory, and reiterated all the instructions, words, and signs, and finally extended his hand to him, saying:


    “That’s all now. Good-by, comrade. Give my regards to them. I’m alive and strong. The people there are good — you’ll see.” He cast a satisfied glance down at himself, stroked the overcoat, and asked the mother, “Shall I go?”


    “Can you find the way?”


    “Yes. Good-by, then, dear comrades.”


    He walked off, raising his shoulders high, thrusting out his chest, with his new hat cocked to one side, and his hands deep in his pockets in most dignified fashion. On his forehead and temples his bright, boyish curls danced gayly.


    “There, now, I have work, too,” said Vyesovshchikov, going over to the mother quietly. “I’m bored already — jumped out of prison — what for? My only occupation is hiding — and there I was learning. Pavel so pressed your brains — it was one pure delight. And Andrey, too, polished us fellows zealously. Well, Nilovna, did you hear how they decided in regard to the escape? Will they arrange it?”


    “They’ll find out day after to-morrow,” she repeated, sighing involuntarily. “One day still — day after to-morrow.”


    Laying his heavy hand on her shoulder, and bringing his face close to hers, Nikolay said animatedly:


    “You tell them, the older ones there — they’ll listen to you. Why, it’s very easy. You just see for yourself. There’s the wall of the prison near the lamp-post; opposite is an empty lot, on the left the cemetery, on the right the streets — the city. The lamplighter goes to the lamp-post; by day he cleans the lamp; he puts the ladder against the wall, climbs up, screws hooks for a rope ladder onto the top of the wall, lets the rope ladder down into the prison yard, and off he goes. There inside the walls they know the time when this will be done, and will ask the criminals to arrange an uproar, or they’ll arrange it themselves, and those who need it will go up the ladder over the wall — one, two, it’s done. And they calmly proceed to the city because the chase throws itself first of all on the vacant lot and the cemetery.”


    He gesticulated rapidly in front of the mother’s face, drawing his plan, the details of which were clear, simple, and clever. She had known him as a clumsy fellow, and it was strange to her to see the pockmarked face with the high cheek bones, usually so gloomy, now lively and alert. The narrow gray eyes, formerly harsh and cold, looking at the world sullenly with malice and distrust, seemed to be chiseled anew, assuming an oval form and shining with an even, warm light that convinced and moved the mother.


    “You think of it — by day, without fail by day. To whom would it occur that a prisoner would make up his mind to escape by day in the eyes of the whole prison?”


    “And they’ll shoot him down,” the woman said trembling.


    “Who? There are no soldiers, and the overseers of the prison use their revolvers to drive nails in.”


    “Why, it’s very simple — all this.”


    “And you’ll see it’ll all come out all right. No. You speak to them. I have everything prepared already — the rope ladder, the screw hooks; I spoke to my host, he’ll be the lamplighter.”


    Somebody stirred noisily at the door and coughed, and iron clanked.


    “There he is!” exclaimed Nikolay.


    At the open door a tin bathtub was thrust in, and a hoarse voice said:


    “Get in, you devil.”


    Then a round, gray, hatless head appeared. It had protruding eyes and a mustache, and wore a good-natured expression. Nikolay helped the man in with the tub. A tall, stooping figure strode through the door. The man coughed, his shaven cheeks puffing up; he spat out and greeted hoarsely:


    “Good health to you!”


    “There! Ask him!”


    “Me? What about?”


    “About the escape.”


    “Ah, ah!” said the host, wiping his mustache with black fingers.


    “There, Yakob Vasilyevich! She doesn’t believe it’s a simple matter!”


    “Hm! she doesn’t believe! Not to believe means not to want to believe. You and I want to, and so we believe.” The old man suddenly bent over and coughed hoarsely, rubbed his breast for a long time, while he stood in the middle of the room panting for breath and scanning the mother with wide-open eyes.


    “I’m not the one to decide, Nikolay.”


    “But, mother, you talk with them. Tell them everything is ready. Ah, if I could only see them! I’d force them!” He threw out his hands with a broad gesture and pressed them together as if embracing something firmly, and his voice rang with hot feeling that astounded the mother by its power.


    “Hm! what a fellow you are!” she thought; but said aloud: “It’s for Pasha and the comrades to decide.”


    Nikolay thoughtfully inclined his head.


    “Who’s this Pasha?” asked the host, seating himself.


    “My son.”


    “What’s the family?”


    “Vlasov.”


    He nodded his head, got his tobacco pouch, whipped out his pipe and filled it with tobacco. He spoke brokenly:


    “I’ve heard of him. My nephew knows him. He, too, is in prison — my nephew Yevchenko. Have you heard of him? And my family is Godun. They’ll soon shut all the young people in prison, and then there’ll be plenty and comfort for us old folks. The gendarme assures me that my nephew will even be sent to Siberia. They’ll exile him — the dogs!”


    Lighting his pipe, he turned to Nikolay, spitting frequently on the floor:


    “So she doesn’t want to? Well, that’s her affair! A person is free to feel as he wants to. Are you tired of sitting in prison? Go. Are you tired of going? Sit. They robbed you? Keep still. They beat you? Bear it. They have killed you? Stay dead. That’s certain. And I’ll carry off Savka; I’ll carry him off!” His curt, barking phrases, full of good-natured irony, perplexed the mother. But his last words aroused envy in her.


    While walking along the street in the face of a cold wind and rain, she thought of Nikolay, “What a man he’s become! Think of it!” And remembering Godun, she almost prayerfully reflected, “It seems I’m not the only one who lives for the new. It’s a big fire if it so cleanses and burns all who see it.” Then she thought of her son, “If he only agreed!”


    On Sunday, taking leave of Pavel in the waiting room of the prison, she felt a little lump of paper in her hand. She started as if it burned her skin, and cast a look of question and entreaty into her son’s face. But she found no answer there. Pavel’s blue eyes smiled with the usual composed smile familiar to her.


    “Good-by!” she sighed.


    The son again put out his hand to her, and a certain kindness and tenderness for her quivered on his face. “Good-by, mamma!”


    She waited without letting go of his hand. “Don’t be uneasy — don’t be angry,” he said.


    These words and the stubborn folds between his brows answered her question. “Well, what do you mean?” she muttered, drooping her head. “What of it?” And she quickly walked away without looking at him, in order not to betray her feelings by the tears in her eyes and the quiver of her lips. On the road she thought that the bones of the hand which had pressed her son’s hand ached and grew heavy, as if she had been struck on the shoulder.


    At home, after thrusting the note into Nikolay’s hand, she stood before him, and waited while he smoothed out the tight little roll. She felt a tremor of hope again; but Nikolay said:


    “Of course, this is what he writes: ‘We will not go away, comrade; we cannot, not one of us. We should lose respect for ourselves. Take into consideration the peasant recently arrested. He has merited your solicitude; he deserves that you expend much time and energy on him. It’s very hard for him here — daily collisions with the authorities. He’s already had the twenty-four hours of the dark cell. They torture him to death. We all intercede for him. Soothe and be kind to my mother; tell her; she’ll understand all. Pavel.’”


    The mother straightened herself easily, and proudly tossed her head.


    “Well, what is there to tell me?” she said firmly. “I understand — they want to go straight at the authorities again— ‘there! condemn the truth!’”


    Nikolay quickly turned aside, took out his handkerchief, blew his nose aloud, and mumbled: “I’ve caught a cold, you see!” Covering his eyes with his hands, under the pretext of adjusting his glasses, he paced up and down the room, and said: “We shouldn’t have been successful anyway.”


    “Never mind; let the trial come off!” said the mother frowning.


    “Here, I’ve received a letter from a comrade in St. Petersburg — —”


    “He can escape from Siberia, too, can’t he?”


    “Of course! The comrade writes: ‘The trial is appointed for the near future; the sentence is certain — exile for everybody!’ You see, these petty cheats convert their court into the most trivial comedy. You understand? Sentence is pronounced in St. Petersburg before the trial.”


    “Stop!” the mother said resolutely. “You needn’t comfort me or explain to me. Pasha won’t do what isn’t right — he won’t torture himself for nothing.” She paused to catch breath. “Nor will he torture others, and he loves me, yes. You see, he thinks of me. ‘Explain to her,’ he writes; ‘soothe her and comfort her,’ eh?”


    Her heart beat quickly but boldly, and her head whirled slightly from excitement.


    “Your son’s a splendid man! I respect and love him very much.”


    “I tell you what — let’s think of something in regard to Rybin,” she suggested.


    She wanted to do something forthwith — go somewhere, walk till she dropped from exhaustion, and then fall asleep, content with the day’s work.


    “Yes — very well!” said Nikolay, pacing through the room. “Why not? We ought to have Sashenka here!”


    “She’ll be here soon. She always comes on my visiting day to Pasha.”


    Thoughtfully drooping his head, biting his lips and twisting his beard, Nikolay sat on the sofa by the mother’s side.


    “I’m sorry my sister isn’t here. She ought to occupy herself with Rybin’s case.”


    “It would be well to arrange it at once, while Pasha is there. It would be pleasant for him.”


    The bell rang. They looked at each other.


    “That’s Sasha,” Nikolay whispered.


    “How will you tell her?” the mother whispered back.


    “Yes — um! — it’s hard!”


    “I pity her very much.”


    The bell rang again, not so loud, as if the person on the other side of the door had also fallen to thinking and hesitated. Nikolay and the mother rose simultaneously, but at the kitchen door Nikolay turned aside.


    “You’d better do it,” he said.


    “He’s not willing?” the girl asked the moment the mother opened the door.


    “No.”


    “I knew it!” Sasha’s face paled. She unbuttoned her coat, fastened two buttons again, then tried to remove her coat, unsuccessfully, of course. “Dreadful weather — rain, wind; it’s disgusting! Is he well?”


    “Yes.”


    “Well and happy; always the same, and only this—” Her tone was disconsolate, and she regarded her hands.


    “He writes that Rybin ought to be freed.” The mother kept her eyes turned from the girl.


    “Yes? It seems to me we ought to make use of this plan.”


    “I think so, too,” said Nikolay, appearing at the door. “How do you do, Sasha?”


    The girl asked, extending her hand to him:


    “What’s the question about? Aren’t all agreed that the plan is practicable? I know they are.”


    “And who’ll organize it? Everybody’s occupied.”


    “Give it to me,” said Sasha, quickly jumping to her feet. “I have time!”


    “Take it. But you must ask others.”


    “Very well, I will. I’ll go at once.”


    She began to button up her coat again with sure, thin fingers.


    “You ought to rest a little,” the mother advised.


    Sasha smiled and answered in a softer voice:


    “Don’t worry about me. I’m not tired.” And silently pressing their hands, she left once more, cold and stern.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XIV


    
      
    


    


    The mother and Nikolay, walking up to the window, watched the girl pass through the yard and disappear beyond the gate. Nikolay whistled quietly, sat down at the table and began to write.


    “She’ll occupy herself with this affair, and it’ll be easier for her,” the mother reflected.


    “Yes, of course!” responded Nikolay, and turning around to the mother with a kind smile on his face, asked: “And how about you, Nilovna — did this cup of bitterness escape you? Did you never know the pangs for a beloved person?”


    “Well!” exclaimed the mother with a wave of her hand. “What sort of a pang? The fear they had whether they won’t marry me off to this man or that man?”


    “And you liked no one?”


    She thought a little, and answered:


    “I don’t recall, my dear! How can it be that I didn’t like anybody? I suppose there was somebody I was fond of, but I don’t remember.”


    She looked at him, and concluded simply, with sad composure: “My husband beat me a lot; and everything that was before him was effaced from my soul.”


    Nikolay turned back to the table; the mother walked out of the room for a minute. On her return Nikolay looked at her kindly and began to speak softly and lovingly. His reminiscences stroked her like a caress.


    “And I, you see, was like Sashenka. I loved a girl: a marvelous being, a wonder, a — guiding star; she was gentle and bright for me. I met her about twenty years ago, and from that time on I loved her. And I love her now, too, to speak the truth. I love her all so — with my whole soul — gratefully — forever!”


    Standing by his side the mother saw his eyes lighted from within by a clear, warm light. His hands folded over the back of the chair, and his head leaning on them, he looked into the distance; his whole body, lean and slender, but powerful, seemed to strive upward, like the stalk of a plant toward the sun.


    “Why didn’t you marry? You should have!”


    “Oh, she’s been married five years!”


    “And before that — what was the matter? Didn’t she love you?”


    He thought a while, and answered:


    “Yes, apparently she loved me; I’m certain she did. But, you see, it was always this way: I was in prison, she was free; I was free, she was in prison or in exile. That’s very much like Sasha’s position, really. Finally they exiled her to Siberia for ten years. I wanted to follow her, but I was ashamed and she was ashamed, and I remained here. Then she met another man — a comrade of mine, a very good fellow, and they escaped together. Now they live abroad. Yes — —”


    Nikolay took off his glasses, wiped them, held them up to the light and began to wipe them again.


    “Ah, you, my dear!” the mother exclaimed lovingly, shaking her head. She was sorry for him; at the same time something compelled her to smile a warm, motherly smile. He changed his pose, took the pen in his hand, and said, punctuating the rhythm of his speed with waves of his hand:


    “Family life always diminishes the energy of a revolutionist. Children must be maintained in security, and there’s the need to work a great deal for one’s bread. The revolutionist ought without cease to develop every iota of his energy; he must deepen and broaden it; but this demands time. He must always be at the head, because we — the workingmen — are called by the logic of history to destroy the old world, to create the new life; and if we stop, if we yield to exhaustion, or are attracted by the possibility of a little immediate conquest, it’s bad — it’s almost treachery to the cause. No revolutionist can adhere closely to an individual — walk through life side by side with another individual — without distorting his faith; and we must never forget that our aim is not little conquests, but only complete victory!”


    His voice became firm, his face paled, and his eyes kindled with the force that characterized him. The bell sounded again. It was Liudmila. She wore an overcoat too light for the season, her cheeks were purple with the cold. Removing her torn overshoes, she said in a vexed voice:


    “The date of the trial is appointed — in a week!”


    “Really?” shouted Nikolay from the room.


    The mother quickly walked up to him, not understanding whether fright or joy agitated her. Liudmila, keeping step with her, said, with irony in her low voice:


    “Yes, really! The assistant prosecuting attorney, Shostak, just now brought the incriminating acts. In the court they say, quite openly, that the sentence has already been fixed. What does it mean? Do the authorities fear that the judges will deal too mercifully with the enemies of the government? Having so long and so assiduously kept corrupting their servants, is the government still unassured of their readiness to be scoundrels?”


    Liudmila sat on the sofa, rubbing her lean cheeks with her palms; her dull eyes burned contemptuous scorn, and her voice filled with growing wrath.


    “You waste your powder for nothing, Liudmila!” Nikolay tried to soothe her. “They don’t hear you.”


    “Some day I’ll compel them to hear me!”


    The black circles under her eyes trembled and threw an ominous shadow on her face. She bit her lips.


    “You go against me — that’s your right; I’m your enemy. But in defending your power don’t corrupt people; don’t compel me to have instinctive contempt for them; don’t dare to poison my soul with your cynicism!”


    Nikolay looked at her through his glasses, and screwing up his eyes, shook his head sadly. But she continued to speak as if those whom she detested stood before her. The mother listened with strained attention, understanding nothing, and instinctively repeating to herself one and the same words, “The trial — the trial will come off in a week!”


    She could not picture to herself what it would be like; how the judges would behave toward Pavel. Her thoughts muddled her brain, covered her eyes with a gray mist, and plunged her into something sticky, viscid, chilling and paining her body. The feeling grew, entered her blood, took possession of her heart, and weighed it down heavily, poisoning in it all that was alive and bold.


    Thus, in a cloud of perplexity and despondency under the load of painful expectations, she lived through one day, and a second day; but on the third day Sasha appeared and said to Nikolay:


    “Everything is ready — to-day, in an hour!”


    “Everything ready? So soon?” He was astonished.


    “Why shouldn’t everything be ready? The only thing I had to do was to get a hiding place and clothes for Rybin. All the rest Godun took on himself. Rybin will have to go through only one ward of the city. Vyesovshchikov will meet him on the street, all disguised, of course. He’ll throw an overcoat over him, give him a hat, and show him the way. I’ll wait for him, change his clothes and lead him off.”


    “Not bad! And who’s this Godun?”


    “You’ve seen him! You gave talks to the locksmiths in his place.”


    “Oh, I remember! A droll old man.”


    “He’s a soldier who served his time — a roofer, a man of little education, but with an inexhaustible fund of hatred for every kind of violence and for all men of violence. A bit of a philosopher!”


    The mother listened in silence to her, and something indistinct slowly dawned upon her.


    “Godun wants to free his nephew — you remember him? You liked Yevchenko, a blacksmith, quite a dude.” Nikolay nodded his head. “Godun has arranged everything all right. But I’m beginning to doubt his success. The passages in the prison are used by all the inmates, and I think when the prisoners see the ladder many will want to run—” She closed her eyes and was silent for a while. The mother moved nearer to her. “They’ll hinder one another.”


    They all three stood before the window, the mother behind Nikolay and Sasha. Their rapid conversation roused in her a still stronger sense of uneasiness and anxiety.


    “I’m going there,” the mother said suddenly.


    “Why?” asked Sasha.


    “Don’t go, darling! Maybe you’ll get caught. You mustn’t!” Nikolay advised.


    The mother looked at them and softly, but persistently, repeated: “No; I’m going! I’m going!”


    They quickly exchanged glances, and Sasha, shrugging her shoulders, said:


    “Of course — hope is tenacious!”


    Turning to the mother she took her by the hand, leaned her head on her shoulder, and said in a new, simple voice, near to the heart of the mother:


    “But I’ll tell you after all, mamma, you’re waiting in vain — he won’t try to escape!”


    “My dear darling!” exclaimed the mother, pressing Sasha to her tremulously. “Take me; I won’t interfere with you; I don’t believe it is possible — to escape!”


    “She’ll go,” said the girl simply to Nikolay.


    “That’s your affair!” he answered, bowing his head.


    “We mustn’t be together, mamma. You go to the garden in the lot. From there you can see the wall of the prison. But suppose they ask you what you are doing there?”


    Rejoiced, the mother answered confidently:


    “I’ll think of what to say.”


    “Don’t forget that the overseers of the prison know you,” said Sasha; “and if they see you there — —”


    “They won’t see me!” the mother laughed softly.


    An hour later she was in the lot by the prison. A sharp wind blew about her, pulled her dress, and beat against the frozen earth, rocked the old fence of the garden past which the woman walked, and rattled against the low wall of the prison; it flung up somebody’s shouts from the court, scattered them in the air, and carried them up to the sky. There the clouds were racing quickly, little rifts opening in the blue height.


    Behind the mother lay the city; in front the cemetery; to the right, about seventy feet from her, the prison. Near the cemetery a soldier was leading a horse by a rein, and another soldier tramped noisily alongside him, shouted, whistled, and laughed. There was no one else near the prison. On the impulse of the moment the mother walked straight up to them. As she came near she shouted:


    “Soldiers! didn’t you see a goat anywhere around here?”


    One of them answered:


    “No.”


    She walked slowly past them, toward the fence of the cemetery, looking slantwise to the right and the back. Suddenly she felt her feet tremble and grow heavy, as if frozen to the ground. From the corner of the prison a man came along, walking quickly, like a lamplighter. He was a stooping man, with a little ladder on his shoulder. The mother, blinking in fright, quickly glanced at the soldiers; they were stamping their feet on one spot, and the horse was running around them. She looked at the ladder — he had already placed it against the wall and was climbing up without haste. He waved his hand in the courtyard, quickly let himself down, and disappeared around the corner. That very second the black head of Mikhaïl appeared on the wall, followed by his entire body. Another head, with a shaggy hat, emerged alongside of his. Two black lumps rolled to the ground; one disappeared around the corner; Mikhaïl straightened himself up and looked about.


    “Run, run!” whispered the mother, treading impatiently. Her ears were humming. Loud shouts were wafted to her. There on the wall appeared a third head. She clasped her hands in faintness. A light-haired head, without a beard, shook as if it wanted to tear itself away, but it suddenly disappeared behind the wall. The shouts came louder and louder, more and more boisterous. The wind scattered the thin trills of the whistles through the air. Mikhaïl walked along the wall — there! he was already beyond it, and traversed the open space between the prison and the houses of the city. It seemed to her as if he were walking very, very slowly, that he raised his head to no purpose. “Everyone who sees his face will remember it forever,” and she whispered, “Faster! faster!” Behind the wall of the prison something slammed, the thin sound of broken glass was heard. One of the soldiers, planting his feet firmly on the ground, drew the horse to him, and the horse jumped. The other one, his fist at his mouth, shouted something in the direction of the prison, and as he shouted he turned his head sidewise, with his ear cocked.
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    “‘Run, run!’ whispered the mother.”


    All attention, the mother turned her head in all directions, her eyes seeing everything, believing nothing. This thing which she had pictured as terrible and intricate was accomplished with extreme simplicity and rapidity, and the simpleness of the happenings stupefied her. Rybin was no longer to be seen — a tall man in a thin overcoat was walking there — a girl was running along. Three wardens jumped out from a corner of the prison; they ran side by side, stretching out their right hands. One of the soldiers rushed in front of them; the other ran around the horse, unsuccessfully trying to vault on the refractory animal, which kept jumping about. The whistles incessantly cut the air, their alarming, desperate shrieks aroused a consciousness of danger in the woman. Trembling, she walked along the fence of the cemetery, following the wardens; but they and the soldiers ran around the other corner of the prison and disappeared. They were followed at a run by the assistant overseer of the prison, whom she knew; his coat was unbuttoned. From somewhere policemen appeared, and people came running.


    The wind whistled, leaped about as if rejoicing, and carried the broken, confused shouts to the mother’s ears.


    “It stands here all the time.”


    “The ladder?”


    “What’s the matter with you then? The devil take you!”


    “Arrest the soldiers!”


    “Policeman!”


    Whistles again. This hubbub delighted her and she strode on more boldly, thinking, “So, it’s possible — he could have done it!”


    But now pain for her son no longer entered her heart without pride in him also. And only fear for him weighed and oppressed her to stupefaction as before.


    From the corner of the fence opposite her a constable with a black, curly beard, and two policemen emerged.


    “Stop!” shouted the constable, breathing heavily. “Did you see — a man — with a beard — didn’t he run by here?”


    She pointed to the garden and answered calmly:


    “He went that way!”


    “Yegorov, run! Whistle! Is it long ago?”


    “Yes — I should say — about a minute!”


    But the whistle drowned her voice. The constable, without waiting for an answer, precipitated himself in a gallop along the hillocky ground, waving his hands in the direction of the garden. After him, with bent head, and whistling, the policemen darted off.


    The mother nodded her head after them, and, satisfied with herself, went home. When she walked out of the field into the street a cab crossed her way. Raising her head she saw in the vehicle a young man with light mustache and a pale, worn face. He, too, regarded her. He sat slantwise. It must have been due to his position that his right shoulder was higher than his left.


    At home Nikolay met her joyously.


    “Alive? How did it go?”


    “It seems everything’s been successful!”


    And slowly trying to reinstate all the details in her memory, she began to tell of the escape. Nikolay, too, was amazed at the success.


    “You see, we’re lucky!” said Nikolay, rubbing his hands. “But how frightened I was on your account only God knows. You know what, Nilovna, take my friendly advice: don’t be afraid of the trial. The sooner it’s over and done with the sooner Pavel will be free. Believe me. I’ve already written to my sister to try to think what can be done for Pavel. Maybe he’ll even escape on the road. And the trial is approximately like this.” He began to describe to her the session of the court. She listened, and understood that he was afraid of something — that he wanted to inspirit her.


    “Maybe you think I’ll say something to the judges?” she suddenly inquired. “That I’ll beg them for something?”


    He jumped up, waved his hands at her, and said in an offended tone:


    “What are you talking about? You’re insulting me!”


    “Excuse me, please; excuse me! I really am afraid — of what I don’t know.”


    She was silent, letting her eyes wander about the room.


    “Sometimes it seems to me that they’ll insult Pasha — scoff at him. ‘Ah, you peasant!’ they’ll say. ‘You son of a peasant! What’s this mess you’ve cooked up?’ And Pasha, proud as he is, he’ll answer them so —— ! Or Andrey will laugh at them — and all the comrades there are hot-headed and honest. So I can’t help thinking that something will suddenly happen. One of them will lose his patience, the others will support him, and the sentence will be so severe — you’ll never see them again.”


    Nikolay was silent, pulling his beard glumly as the mother continued:


    “It’s impossible to drive this thought from my head. The trial is terrible to me. When they’ll begin to take everything apart and weigh it — it’s awful! It’s not the sentence that’s terrible, but the trial — I can’t express it.” She felt that Nikolay didn’t understand her fear; and his inability to comprehend kept her from further analysis of her timidities, which, however, only increased and broadened during the three following days. Finally, on the day of the trial, she carried into the hall of the session a heavy dark load that bent her back and neck.


    In the street, acquaintances from the suburbs had greeted her. She had bowed in silence, rapidly making her way through the dense crowd in the corridor of the courthouse. In the hall she was met by relatives of the defendants, who also spoke to her in undertones. All the words seemed needless; she didn’t understand them. Yet all the people were sullen, filled with the same mournful feeling which infected the mother and weighed her down.


    “Let’s sit next to each other,” suggested Sizov, going to a bench.


    She sat down obediently, settled her dress, and looked around. Green and crimson specks, with thin yellow threads between, slowly swam before her eyes.


    “Your son has ruined our Vasya,” a woman sitting beside her said quietly.


    “You keep still, Natalya!” Sizov chided her angrily.


    Nilovna looked at the woman; it was the mother of Samoylov. Farther along sat her husband — bald-headed, bony-faced, dapper, with a large, bushy, reddish beard which trembled as he sat looking in front of himself, his eyes screwed up.


    A dull, immobile light entered through the high windows of the hall, outside of which snow glided and fell lingeringly on the ground. Between the windows hung a large portrait of the Czar in a massive frame of glaring gilt. Straight, austere folds of the heavy crimson window drapery dropped over either side of it. Before the portrait, across almost the entire breadth of the hall, stretched the table covered with green cloth. To the right of the wall, behind the grill, stood two wooden benches; to the left two rows of crimson armchairs. Attendants with green collars and yellow buttons on their abdomens ran noiselessly about the hall. A soft whisper hummed in the turbid atmosphere, and the odor was a composite of many odors as in a drug shop. All this — the colors, the glitter, the sounds and odors — pressed on the eyes and invaded the breast with each inhalation. It forced out live sensations, and filled the desolate heart with motionless, dismal awe.


    Suddenly one of the people said something aloud. The mother trembled. All arose; she, too, rose, seizing Sizov’s hand.


    In the left corner of the hall a high door opened and an old man emerged, swinging to and fro. On his gray little face shook white, sparse whiskers; he wore eyeglasses; the upper lip, which was shaven, sank into his mouth as by suction; his sharp jawbones and his chin were supported by the high collar of his uniform; apparently there was no neck under the collar. He was supported under the arm from behind by a tall young man with a porcelain face, red and round. Following him three more men in uniforms embroidered in gold, and three garbed in civilian wear, moved in slowly. They stirred about the table for a long time and finally took seats in the armchairs. When they had sat down, one of them in unbuttoned uniform, with a sleepy, clean-shaven face, began to say something to the little old man, moving his puffy lips heavily and soundlessly. The old man listened, sitting strangely erect and immobile. Behind the glasses of his pince-nez the mother saw two little colorless specks.


    At the end of the table, at the desk, stood a tall, bald man, who coughed and shoved papers about.


    The little old man swung forward and began to speak. He pronounced clearly the first words, but what followed seemed to creep without sound from his thin, gray lips.


    “I open — —”


    “See!” whispered Sizov, nudging the mother softly and arising.


    In the wall behind the grill the door opened, a soldier came out with a bared saber on his shoulder; behind him appeared Pavel, Andrey, Fedya Mazin, the two Gusevs, Samoylov, Bukin, Somov, and five more young men whose names were unknown to the mother. Pavel smiled kindly; Andrey also, showing his teeth as he nodded to her. The hall, as it were, became lighter and simpler from their smile; the strained, unnatural silence was enlivened by their faces and movements. The greasy glitter of gold on the uniforms dimmed and softened. A waft of bold assurance, the breath of living power, reached the mother’s heart and roused it. On the benches behind her, where up to that time the people had been waiting in crushed silence, a responsive, subdued hum was audible.


    “They’re not trembling!” she heard Sizov whisper; and at her right side Samoylov’s mother burst into soft sobs.


    “Silence!” came a stern shout.


    “I warn you beforehand,” said the old man, “I shall have to — —”
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    Pavel and Andrey sat side by side; along with them on the first bench were Mazin, Samoylov, and the Gusevs. Andrey had shaved his beard, but his mustache had grown and hung down, and gave his round head the appearance of a seacow or walrus. Something new lay on his face; something sharp and biting in the folds about his mouth; something black in his eyes. On Mazin’s upper lip two black streaks were limned, his face was fuller. Samoylov was just as curly-haired as before; and Ivan Gusev smiled just as broadly.


    “Ah, Fedka, Fedka!” whispered Sizov, drooping his head.


    The mother felt she could breathe more freely. She heard the indistinct questions of the old man, which he put without looking at the prisoners; and his head rested motionless on the collar of his uniform. She heard the calm, brief answers of her son. It seemed to her that the oldest judge and his associates could be neither evil nor cruel people. Looking carefully at their faces she tried to guess something, softly listening to the growth of a new hope in her breast.


    The porcelain-faced man read a paper indifferently; his even voice filled the hall with weariness, and the people, enfolded by it, sat motionless as if benumbed. Four lawyers softly but animatedly conversed with the prisoners. They all moved powerfully, briskly, and called to mind large blackbirds.


    On one side of the old man a judge with small, bleared eyes filled the armchair with his fat, bloated body. On the other side sat a stooping man with reddish mustache on his pale face. His head was wearily thrown on the back of the chair, his eyes, half-closed, he seemed to be reflecting over something. The face of the prosecuting attorney was also worn, bored, and unexpectant. Behind the judge sat the mayor of the city, a portly man, who meditatively stroked his cheek; the marshal of the nobility, a gray-haired, large-bearded, ruddy-faced man, with large, kind eyes; and the district elder, who wore a sleeveless peasant overcoat, and possessed a huge belly which apparently embarrassed him; he endeavored to cover it with the folds of his overcoat, but it always slid down and showed again.


    “There are no criminals here and no judges,” Pavel’s vigorous voice was heard. “There are only captives here, and conquerors!”


    Silence fell. For a few seconds the mother’s ears heard only the thin, hasty scratch of the pen on the paper and the beating of her own heart.


    The oldest judge also seemed to be listening to something from afar. His associates stirred. Then he said:


    “Hm! yes — Andrey Nakhodka, do you admit — —”


    Somebody whispered, “Rise!”


    Andrey slowly rose, straightened himself, and pulling his mustache looked at the old man from the corners of his eyes.


    “Yes! To what can I confess myself guilty?” said the Little Russian in his slow, surging voice, shrugging his shoulders. “I did not murder nor steal; I simply am not in agreement with an order of life in which people are compelled to rob and kill one another.”


    “Answer briefly — yes or no?” the old man said with an effort, but distinctly.


    On the benches back of her the mother felt there was animation; the people began to whisper to one another about something and stirred, sighing as if freeing themselves from the cobweb spun about them by the gray words of the porcelain-faced man.


    “Do you hear how they speak?” whispered Sizov.


    “Yes.”


    “Fedor Mazin, answer!”


    “I don’t want to!” said Fedya clearly, jumping to his feet. His face reddened with excitation, his eyes sparkled. For some reason he hid his hands behind his back.


    Sizov groaned softly, and the mother opened her eyes wide in astonishment.


    “I declined a defense — I’m not going to say anything — I don’t regard your court as legal! Who are you? Did the people give you the right to judge us? No, they did not! I don’t know you.” He sat down and concealed his heated face behind Andrey’s shoulders.


    The fat judge inclined his head to the old judge and whispered something. The old judge, pale-faced, raised his eyelids and slanted his eyes at the prisoners, then extended his hand on the table, and wrote something in pencil on a piece of paper lying before him. The district elder swung his head, carefully shifting his feet, rested his abdomen on his knees, and his hands on his abdomen. Without moving his head the old judge turned his body to the red-mustached judge, and began to speak to him quickly. The red-mustached judge inclined his head to listen. The marshal of the nobility conversed with the prosecuting attorney; the mayor of the city listened and smiled, rubbing his cheek. Again the dull speech of the old judge was heard. All four lawyers listened attentively. The prisoners exchanged whispers with one another, and Fedya, smiling in confusion, hid his face.


    “How he cut them off! Straight, downright, better than all!” Sizov whispered in amazement in the ear of the mother. “Ah, you little boy!”


    The mother smiled in perplexity. The proceedings seemed to be nothing but the necessary preliminary to something terrible, which would appear and at once stifle everybody with its cold horror. But the calm words of Pavel and Andrey had sounded so fearless and firm, as if uttered in the little house of the suburb, and not in the presence of the court. Fedya’s hot, youthful sally amused her; something bold and fresh grew up in the hall, and she guessed from the movement of the people back of her that she was not the only one who felt this.


    “Your opinion,” said the old judge.


    The bald-headed prosecuting attorney arose, and, steadying himself on the desk with one hand, began to speak rapidly, quoting figures. In his voice nothing terrible was heard.


    At the same time, however, a sudden dry, shooting attack disturbed the heart of the mother. It was an uneasy suspicion of something hostile to her, which did not threaten, did not shout, but unfolded itself unseen, soundless, intangible. It swung lazily and dully about the judges, as if enveloping them with an impervious cloud, through which nothing from the outside could reach them. She looked at them. They were incomprehensible to her. They were not angry at Pavel or at Fedya; they did not shout at the young men, as she had expected; they did not abuse them in words, but put all their questions reluctantly, with the air of “What’s the use?”. It cost them an effort to hear the answers to the end. Apparently they lacked interest because they knew everything beforehand.


    There before her stood the gendarme, and spoke in a bass voice:


    “Pavel Vlasov was named as the ringleader.”


    “And Nakhodka?” asked the fat judge in his lazy undertone.


    “He, too.”


    “May I — —”


    The old judge asked a question of somebody:


    “You have nothing?”


    All the judges seemed to the mother to be worn out and ill. A sickened weariness marked their poses and voices, a sickened weariness and a bored, gray ennui. It was an evident nuisance to them, all this — the uniforms, the hall, the gendarmes, the lawyers, the obligation to sit in armchairs, and to put questions concerning things perforce already known to them. The mother in general was but little acquainted with the masters; she had scarcely ever seen them; and now she regarded the faces of the judges as something altogether new and incomprehensible, deserving pity, however, rather than inspiring horror.


    The familiar, yellow-faced officer stood before them, and told about Pavel and Andrey, stretching the words with an air of importance. The mother involuntarily laughed, and thought: “You don’t know much, my little father.”


    And now, as she looked at the people behind the grill, she ceased to feel dread for them; they did not evoke alarm, pity was not for them; they one and all called forth in her only admiration and love, which warmly embraced her heart; the admiration was calm, the love joyously distinct. There they sat to one side, by the wall, young, sturdy, scarcely taking any part in the monotonous talk of the witnesses and judges, or in the disputes of the lawyers with the prosecuting attorney. They behaved as if the talk did not concern them in the least. Sometimes somebody would laugh contemptuously, and say something to the comrades, across whose faces, then, a sarcastic smile would also quickly pass. Andrey and Pavel conversed almost the entire time with one of their lawyers, whom the mother had seen the day before at Nikolay’s, and had heard Nikolay address as comrade. Mazin, brisker and more animated than the others, listened to the conversation. Now and then Samoylov said something to Ivan Gusev; and the mother noticed that each time Ivan gave a slight elbow nudge to a comrade, he could scarcely restrain a laugh; his face would grow red, his cheeks would puff up, and he would have to incline his head. He had already sniffed a couple of times, and for several minutes afterward sat with blown cheeks trying to be serious. Thus, in each comrade his youth played and sparkled after his fashion, lightly bursting the restraint he endeavored to put upon its lively effervescence. She looked, compared, and reflected. She was unable to understand or express in words her uneasy feeling of hostility.


    Sizov touched her lightly with his elbow; she turned to him, and found a look of contentment and slight preoccupation on his face.


    “Just see how they’ve intrenched themselves in their defiance! Fine stuff in ‘em! Eh? Barons, eh? Well, and yet they’re going to be sentenced!”


    The mother listened, unconsciously repeating to herself:


    “Who will pass the sentence? Whom will they sentence?”


    The witnesses spoke quickly, in their colorless voices, the judges reluctantly and listlessly. Their bloodless, worn-out faces stared into space unconcernedly. They did not expect to see or hear anything new. At times the fat judge yawned, covering his smile with his puffy hand, while the red-mustached judge grew still paler, and sometimes raised his hand to press his finger tightly on the bone of his temple, as he looked up to the ceiling with sorrowful, widened eyes. The prosecuting attorney infrequently scribbled on his paper, and then resumed his soundless conversation with the marshal of the nobility, who stroked his gray beard, rolled his large, beautiful eyes, and smiled, nodding his head with importance. The city mayor sat with crossed legs, and beat a noiseless tattoo on his knee, giving the play of his fingers concentrated attention. The only one who listened to the monotonous murmur of the voices seemed to be the district elder, who sat with inclined head, supporting his abdomen on his knees and solicitously holding it up with his hands. The old judge, deep in his armchair, stuck there immovably. The proceedings continued to drag on in this way for a long, long time; and ennui again numbed the people with its heavy, sticky embrace.


    The mother saw that this large hall was not yet pervaded by that cold, threatening justice which sternly uncovers the soul, examines it, and seeing everything estimates its value with incorruptible eyes, weighing it rigorously with honest hands. Here was nothing to frighten her by its power or majesty.


    “I declare—” said the old judge clearly, and arose as he crushed the following words with his thin lips.


    The noise of sighs and low exclamations, of coughing and scraping of feet, filled the hall as the court retired for a recess. The prisoners were led away. As they walked out, they nodded their heads to their relatives and familiars with a smile, and Ivan Gusev shouted to somebody in a modulated voice:


    “Don’t lose courage, Yegor.”


    The mother and Sizov walked out into the corridor.


    “Will you go to the tavern with me to take some tea?” the old man asked her solicitously. “We have an hour and a half’s time.”


    “I don’t want to.”


    “Well, then I won’t go, either. No, say! What fellows those are! They act as if they were the only real people, and the rest nothing at all. They’ll all go scot-free, I’m sure. Look at Fedka, eh?”


    Samoylov’s father came up to them holding his hat in his hand. He smiled sullenly and said:


    “My Vasily! He declined a defense, and doesn’t want to palaver. He was the first to have the idea. Yours, Pelagueya, stood for lawyers; and mine said: ‘I don’t want one.’ And four declined after him. Hm, ye-es.”


    At his side stood his wife. She blinked frequently, and wiped her nose with the end of her handkerchief. Samoylov took his beard in his hand, and continued looking at the floor.


    “Now, this is the queer thing about it: you look at them, those devils, and you think they got up all this at random — they’re ruining themselves for nothing. And suddenly you begin to think: ‘And maybe they’re right!’ You remember that in the factory more like them keep on coming, keep on coming. They always get caught; but they’re not destroyed, no more than common fish in the river get destroyed. No. And again you think, ‘And maybe power is with them, too.’”


    “It’s hard for us, Stepan Petrov, to understand this affair,” said Sizov.


    “It’s hard, yes,” agreed Samoylov.


    His wife noisily drawing in air through her nose remarked:


    “They’re all strong, those imps!” With an unrestrained smile on her broad, wizened face, she continued: “You, Nilovna, don’t be angry with me because I just now slapped you, when I said that your son is to blame. A dog can tell who’s the more to blame, to tell you the truth. Look at the gendarmes and the spies, what they said about our Vasily! He has shown what he can do too!”


    She apparently was proud of her son, perhaps even without understanding her feeling; but the mother did understand her feeling, and answered with a kind smile and quiet words:


    “A young heart is always nearer to the truth.”


    People rambled about the corridor, gathered into groups, speaking excitedly and thoughtfully in hollow voices. Scarcely anybody stood alone; all faces bore evidence of a desire to speak, to ask, to listen. In the narrow white passageway the people coiled about in sinuous curves, like dust carried in circles before a powerful wind. Everybody seemed to be seeking something hard and firm to stand upon.


    The older brother of Bukin, a tall, red-faced fellow, waved his hands and turned about rapidly in all directions.


    “The district elder Klepanov has no place in this case,” he declared aloud.


    “Keep still, Konstantin!” his father, a little old man, tried to dissuade him, and looked around cautiously.


    “No; I’m going to speak out! There’s a rumor afloat about him that last year he killed a clerk of his on account of the clerk’s wife. What kind of a judge is he? permit me to ask. He lives with the wife of his clerk — what have you got to say to that? Besides, he’s a well-known thief!”


    “Oh, my little father — Konstantin!”


    “True!” said Samoylov. “True, the court is not a very just one.”


    Bukin heard his voice and quickly walked up to him, drawing the whole crowd after him. Red with excitement, he waved his hands and said:


    “For thievery, for murder, jurymen do the trying. They’re common people, peasants, merchants, if you please; but for going against the authorities you’re tried by the authorities. How’s that?”


    “Konstantin! Why are they against the authorities? Ah, you! They — —”


    “No, wait! Fedor Mazin said the truth. If you insult me, and I land you one on your jaw, and you try me for it, of course I’m going to turn out guilty. But the first offender — who was it? You? Of course, you!”


    The watchman, a gray man with a hooked nose and medals on his chest, pushed the crowd apart, and said to Bukin, shaking his finger at him:


    “Hey! don’t shout! Don’t you know where you are? Do you think this is a saloon?”


    “Permit me, my cavalier, I know where I am. Listen! If I strike you and you me, and I go and try you, what would you think?”


    “And I’ll order you out,” said the watchman sternly.


    “Where to? What for?”


    “Into the street, so that you shan’t bawl.”


    “The chief thing for them is that people should keep their mouths shut.”


    “And what do you think?” the old man bawled. Bukin threw out his hands, and again measuring the public with his eyes, began to speak in a lower voice:


    “And again — why are the people not permitted to be at the trial, but only the relatives? If you judge righteously, then judge in front of everybody. What is there to be afraid of?”


    Samoylov repeated, but this time in a louder tone:


    “The trial is not altogether just, that’s true.”


    The mother wanted to say to him that she had heard from Nikolay of the dishonesty of the court; but she had not wholly comprehended Nikolay, and had forgotten some of his words. While trying to recall them she moved aside from the people, and noticed that somebody was looking at her — a young man with a light mustache. He held his right hand in the pocket of his trousers, which made his left shoulder seem lower than the right, and this peculiarity of his figure seemed familiar to the mother. But he turned from her, and she again lost herself in the endeavor to recollect, and forgot about him immediately. In a minute, however, her ear was caught by the low question:


    “This woman on the left?”


    And somebody in a louder voice cheerfully answered:


    “Yes.”


    She looked around. The man with the uneven shoulders stood sidewise toward her, and said something to his neighbor, a black-bearded fellow with a short overcoat and boots up to his knees.


    Again her memory stirred uneasily, but did not yield any distinct results.


    The watchman opened the door of the hall, and shouted:


    “Relatives, enter; show your tickets!”


    A sullen voice said lazily:


    “Tickets! Like a circus!”


    All the people now showed signs of a dull excitement, an uneasy passion. They began to behave more freely, and hummed and disputed with the watchman.


    Sitting down on the bench, Sizov mumbled something to the mother.


    “What is it?” asked the mother.


    “Oh, nothing — the people are fools! They know nothing; they live groping about and groping about.”


    The bellman rang; somebody announced indifferently:


    “The session has begun!”


    Again all arose, and again, in the same order, the judges filed in and sat down; then the prisoners were led in.


    “Pay attention!” whispered Sizov; “the prosecuting attorney is going to speak.”


    The mother craned her neck and extended her whole body. She yielded anew to expectation of the horrible.


    Standing sidewise toward the judges, his head turned to them, leaning his elbow on the desk, the prosecuting attorney sighed, and abruptly waving his right hand in the air, began to speak:


    The mother could not make out the first words. The prosecuting attorney’s voice was fluent, thick; it sped on unevenly, now a bit slower, now a bit faster. His words stretched out in a thin line, like a gray seam; suddenly they burst out quickly and whirled like a flock of black flies around a piece of sugar. But she did not find anything horrible in them, nothing threatening. Cold as snow, gray as ashes, they fell and fell, filling the hall with something which recalled a slushy day in early autumn. Scant in feeling, rich in words, the speech seemed not to reach Pavel and his comrades. Apparently it touched none of them; they all sat there quite composed, smiling at times as before, and conversed without sound. At times they frowned to cover up their smiles.


    “He lies!” whispered Sizov.


    She could not have said it. She understood that the prosecuting attorney charged all the comrades with guilt, not singling out any one of them. After having spoken about Pavel, he spoke about Fedya, and having put him side by side with Pavel, he persistently thrust Bukin up against them. It seemed as if he packed and sewed them into a sack, piling them up on top of one another. But the external sense of his words did not satisfy, did not touch, did not frighten her. She still waited for the horrible, and rigorously sought something beyond his words — something in his face, his eyes, his voice, in his white hand, which slowly glided in the air. Something terrible must be there; she felt it, but it was impalpable; it did not yield to her consciousness, which again covered her heart with a dry, pricking dust.


    She looked at the judges. There was no gainsaying that they were bored at having to listen to this speech. The lifeless, yellow faces expressed nothing. The sickly, the fat, or the extremely lean, motionless dead spots all grew dimmer and dimmer in the dull ennui that filled the hall. The words of the prosecuting attorney spurted into the air like a haze imperceptible to the eye, growing and thickening around the judges, enveloping them more closely in a cloud of dry indifference, of weary waiting. At times one of them changed his pose; but the lazy movement of the tired body did not rouse their drowsy souls. The oldest judge did not stir at all; he was congealed in his erect position, and the gray blots behind the eyeglasses at times disappeared, seeming to spread over his whole face. The mother realized this dead indifference, this unconcern without malice in it, and asked herself in perplexity, “Are they judging?”


    The question pressed her heart, and gradually squeezed out of it her expectation of the horrible. It pinched her throat with a sharp feeling of wrong.


    The speech of the prosecuting attorney snapped off unexpectedly. He made a few quick, short steps, bowed to the judges, and sat down, rubbing his hands. The marshal of the nobility nodded his head to him, rolling his eyes; the city mayor extended his hand, and the district elder stroked his belly and smiled.


    But the judges apparently were not delighted by the speech, and did not stir.


    “The scabby devil!” Sizov whispered the oath.


    “Next,” said the old judge, bringing the paper to his face, “lawyers for the defendants, Fedoseyev, Markov, Zagarov.”


    The lawyer whom the mother had seen at Nikolay’s arose. His face was broad and good-natured; his little eyes smiled radiantly and seemed to thrust out from under his eyebrows two sharp blades, which cut the air like scissors. He spoke without haste, resonantly, and clearly; but the mother was unable to listen to his speech. Sizov whispered in her ear:


    “Did you understand what he said? Did you understand? ‘People,’ he says, ‘are poor, they are all upset, insensate.’ Is that Fedor? He says they don’t understand anything; they’re savages.”


    The feeling of wrong grew, and passed into revolt. Along with the quick, loud voice of the lawyer, time also passed more quickly.


    “A live, strong man having in his breast a sensitive, honest heart cannot help rebelling with all his force against this life so full of open cynicism, corruption, falsehood, and so blunted by vapidity. The eyes of honest people cannot help seeing such glaring contradictions — —”


    The judge with the green face bent toward the president and whispered something to him; then the old man said dryly:


    “Please be more careful!”


    “Ha!” Sizov exclaimed softly.


    “Are they judging?” thought the mother, and the word seemed hollow and empty as an earthen vessel. It seemed to make sport of her fear of the terrible.


    “They’re a sort of dead body,” she answered the old man.


    “Don’t fear; they’re livening up.”


    She looked at them, and she actually saw something like a shadow of uneasiness on the faces of the judges. Another man was already speaking, a little lawyer with a sharp, pale, satiric face. He spoke very respectfully:


    “With all due respect, I permit myself to call the attention of the court to the solid manner of the honorable prosecuting attorney, to the conduct of the safety department, or, as such people are called in common parlance, spies — —”


    The judge with the green face again began to whisper something to the president. The prosecuting attorney jumped up. The lawyer continued without changing his voice:


    “The spy Gyman tells us about the witness: ‘I frightened him.’ The prosecuting attorney also, as the court has heard, frightened witnesses; as a result of which act, at the insistence of the defense, he called forth a rebuke from the presiding judge.”


    The prosecuting attorney began to speak quickly and angrily; the old judge followed suit; the lawyer listened to them respectfully, inclining his head. Then he said:


    “I can even change the position of my words if the prosecuting attorney deems it is not in the right place; but that will not change the plan of my defense. However, I cannot understand the excitement of the prosecuting attorney.”


    “Go for him!” said Sizov. “Go for him, tooth and nail! Pick him open down to his soul, wherever that may be!”


    The hall became animated; a fighting passion flared up; the defense attacked from all sides, provoking and disturbing the judges, driving away the cold haze that enveloped them, pricking the old skin of the judges with sharp words. The judges had the air of moving more closely to one another, or suddenly they would puff and swell, repulsing the sharp, caustic raps with the mass of their soft, mellow bodies. They acted as if they feared that the blow of the opponent might call forth an echo in their empty bosoms, might shake their resolution, which sprang not from their own will but from a will strange to them. Feeling this conflict, the people on the benches back of the mother sighed and whispered.


    But suddenly Pavel arose; tense quiet prevailed. The mother stretched her entire body forward.


    “A party man, I recognize only the court of my party and will not speak in my defense. According to the desire of my comrades, I, too, declined a defense. I will merely try to explain to you what you don’t understand. The prosecuting attorney designated our coming out under the banner of the Social Democracy as an uprising against the superior power, and regarded us as nothing but rebels against the Czar. I must declare to you that to us the Czar is not the only chain that fetters the body of the country. We are obliged to tear off only the first and nearest chain from the people.”


    The stillness deepened under the sound of the firm voice; it seemed to widen the space between the walls of the hall. Pavel, by his words, removed the people to a distance from himself, and thereby grew in the eyes of the mother. His stony, calm, proud face with the beard, his high forehead, and blue eyes, somewhat stern, all became more dazzling and more prominent.


    The judges began to stir heavily and uneasily; the marshal of the nobility was the first to whisper something to the judge with the indolent face. The judge nodded his head and turned to the old man; on the other side of him the sick judge was talking. Rocking back and forth in the armchair, the old judge spoke to Pavel, but his voice was drowned in the even, broad current of the young man’s speech.


    “We are Socialists! That means we are enemies to private property, which separates people, arms them against one another, and brings forth an irreconcilable hostility of interests; brings forth lies that endeavor to cover up, or to justify, this conflict of interests, and corrupt all with falsehood, hypocrisy and malice. We maintain that a society that regards man only as a tool for its enrichment is anti-human; it is hostile to us; we cannot be reconciled to its morality; its double-faced and lying cynicism. Its cruel relation to individuals is repugnant to us. We want to fight, and will fight, every form of the physical and moral enslavement of man by such a society; we will fight every measure calculated to disintegrate society for the gratification of the interests of gain. We are workers — men by whose labor everything is created, from gigantic machines to childish toys. We are people devoid of the right to fight for our human dignity. Everyone strives to utilize us, and may utilize us, as tools for the attainment of his ends. Now we want to have as much freedom as will give us the possibility in time to come to conquer all the power. Our slogan is simple: ‘All the power for the people; all the means of production for the people; work obligatory on all. Down with private property!’ You see, we are not rebels.”


    Pavel smiled, and the kindly fire of his blue eyes blazed forth more brilliantly.


    “Please, more to the point!” said the presiding judge distinctly and aloud. He turned his chest to Pavel, and regarded him. It seemed to the mother that his dim left eye began to burn with a sinister, greedy fire. The look all the judges cast on her son made her uneasy for him. She fancied that their eyes clung to his face, stuck to his body, thirsted for his blood, by which they might reanimate their own worn-out bodies. And he, erect and tall, standing firmly and vigorously, stretched out his hand to them while he spoke distinctly:


    “We are revolutionists, and will be such as long as private property exists, as long as some merely command, and as long as others merely work. We take stand against the society whose interests you are bidden to protect as your irreconcilable enemies, and reconciliation between us is impossible until we shall have been victorious. We will conquer — we workingmen! Your society is not at all so powerful as it thinks itself. That very property, for the production and preservation of which it sacrifices millions of people enslaved by it — that very force which gives it the power over us — stirs up discord within its own ranks, destroys them physically and morally. Property requires extremely great efforts for its protection; and in reality all of you, our rulers, are greater slaves than we — you are enslaved spiritually, we only physically. You cannot withdraw from under the weight of your prejudices and habits, the weight which deadens you spiritually; nothing hinders us from being inwardly free. The poisons with which you poison us are weaker than the antidote you unwittingly administer to our consciences. This antidote penetrates deeper and deeper into the body of workingmen; the flames mount higher and higher, sucking in the best forces, the spiritual powers, the healthy elements even from among you. Look! Not one of you can any longer fight for your power as an ideal! You have already expended all the arguments capable of guarding you against the pressure of historic justice. You can create nothing new in the domain of ideas; you are spiritually barren. Our ideas grow; they flare up ever more dazzling; they seize hold of the mass of the people, organizing them for the war of freedom. The consciousness of their great rôle unites all the workingmen of the world into one soul. You have no means whereby to hinder this renovating process in life except cruelty and cynicism. But your cynicism is very evident, your cruelty exasperates, and the hands with which you stifle us to-day will press our hands in comradeship to-morrow. Your energy, the mechanical energy of the increase of gold, separates you, too, into groups destined to devour one another. Our energy is a living power, founded on the ever-growing consciousness of the solidarity of all workingmen. Everything you do is criminal, for it is directed toward the enslavement of the people. Our work frees the world from the delusions and monsters which are produced by your malice and greed, and which intimidate the people. You have torn man away from life and disintegrated him. Socialism will unite the world, rent asunder by you, into one huge whole. And this will be!”


    Pavel stopped for a second, and repeated in a lower tone, with greater emphasis, “This will be!”


    The judges whispered to one another, making strange grimaces. And still their greedy looks were fastened on the body of Nilovna’s son. The mother felt that their gaze tarnished this supple, vigorous body; that they envied its strength, power, freshness. The prisoners listened attentively to the speech of their comrade; their faces whitened, their eyes flashed joy. The mother drank in her son’s words, which cut themselves into her memory in regular rows. The old judge stopped Pavel several times and explained something to him. Once he even smiled sadly. Pavel listened to him silently, and again began to speak in an austere but calm voice, compelling everybody to listen to him, subordinating the will of the judges to his will. This lasted for a long time. Finally, however, the old man shouted, extending his hand to Pavel, whose voice in response flowed on calmly, somewhat sarcastically.


    “I am reaching my conclusion. To insult you personally was not my desire; on the contrary, as an involuntary witness to this comedy which you call a court trial, I feel almost compassion for you, I may say. You are human beings after all; and it is saddening to see human beings, even our enemies, so shamefully debased in the service of violence, debased to such a degree that they lose consciousness of their human dignity.”


    He sat down without looking at the judges.


    Andrey, all radiant with joy, pressed his hand firmly; Samoylov, Mazin, and the rest animatedly stretched toward him. He smiled, a bit embarrassed by the transport of his comrades. He looked toward his mother, and nodded his head as if asking, “Is it so?”


    She answered him all a-tremble, all suffused with warm joy.


    “There, now the trial has begun!” whispered Sizov. “How he gave it to them! Eh, mother?”
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    She silently nodded her head and smiled, satisfied that her son had spoken so bravely, perhaps still more satisfied that he had finished. The thought darted through her mind that the speech was likely to increase the dangers threatening Pavel; but her heart palpitated with pride, and his words seemed to settle in her bosom.


    Andrey arose, swung his body forward, looked at the judges sidewise, and said:


    “Gentlemen of the defense — —”


    “The court is before you, and not the defense!” observed the judge of the sickly face angrily and loudly. By Andrey’s expression the mother perceived that he wanted to tease them. His mustache quivered. A cunning, feline smirk familiar to her lighted up his eyes. He stroked his head with his long hands, and fetched a breath.


    “Is that so?” he said, swinging his head. “I think not. That you are not the judges, but only the defendants — —”


    “I request you to adhere to what directly pertains to the case,” remarked the old man dryly.


    “To what directly pertains to the case? Very well! I’ve already compelled myself to think that you are in reality judges, independent people, honest — —”


    “The court has no need of your characterization.”


    “It has no need of such a characterization? Hey? Well, but after all I’m going to continue. You are men who make no distinction between your own and strangers. You are free people. Now, here two parties stand before you; one complains, ‘He robbed me and did me up completely’; and the other answers, ‘I have a right to rob and to do up because I have arms’ — —”


    “Please don’t tell anecdotes.”


    “Why, I’ve heard that old people like anecdotes — naughty ones in particular.”


    “I’ll prohibit you from speaking. You may say something about what directly pertains to the case. Speak, but without buffoonery, without unbecoming sallies.”


    The Little Russian looked at the judges, silently rubbing his head.


    “About what directly pertains to the case?” he asked seriously. “Yes; but why should I speak to you about what directly pertains to the case? What you need to know my comrade has told you. The rest will be told you; the time will come, by others — —”


    The old judge rose and declared:


    “I forbid you to speak. Vasily Samoylov!”


    Pressing his lips together firmly the Little Russian dropped down lazily on the bench, and Samoylov arose alongside of him, shaking his curly hair.


    “The prosecuting attorney called my comrades and me ‘savages,’ ‘enemies of civilization’ — —”


    “You must speak only about that which pertains to your case.”


    “This pertains to the case. There’s nothing which does not pertain to honest men, and I ask you not to interrupt me. I ask you what sort of a thing is your civilization?”


    “We are not here for discussions with you. To the point!” said the old judge, showing his teeth.


    Andrey’s demeanor had evidently changed the conduct of the judges; his words seemed to have wiped something away from them. Stains appeared on their gray faces. Cold, green sparks burned in their eyes. Pavel’s speech had excited but subdued them; it restrained their agitation by its force, which involuntarily inspired respect. The Little Russian broke away this restraint and easily bared what lay underneath. They looked at Samoylov, and whispered to one another with strange, wry faces. They also began to move extremely quickly for them. They gave the impression of desiring to seize him and howl while torturing his body with voluptuous ecstasy.


    “You rear spies, you deprave women and girls, you put men in the position which forces them to thievery and murder; you corrupt them with whisky — international butchery, universal falsehood, depravity, and savagery — that’s your civilization! Yes, we are enemies of this civilization!”


    “Please!” shouted the old judge, shaking his chin; but Samoylov, all red, his eyes flashing, also shouted:


    “But we respect and esteem another civilization, the creators of which you have persecuted, you have allowed to rot in dungeons, you have driven mad — —”


    “I forbid you to speak! Hm — Fedor Mazin!”


    Little Mazin popped up like a cork from a champagne bottle, and said in a staccato voice:


    “I — I swear! — I know you have convicted me — —”


    He lost breath and paled; his eyes seemed to devour his entire face. He stretched out his hand and shouted:


    “I — upon my honest word! Wherever you send me — I’ll escape — I’ll return — I’ll work always — all my life! Upon my honest word!”


    Sizov quacked aloud. The entire public, overcome by the mounting wave of excitement, hummed strangely and dully. One woman cried, some one choked and coughed. The gendarmes regarded the prisoners with dull surprise, the public with a sinister look. The judges shook, the old man shouted in a thin voice:


    “Ivan Gusev!”


    “I don’t want to speak.”


    “Vasily Gusev!”


    “Don’t want to.”


    “Fedor Bukin!”


    The whitish, faded fellow lifted himself heavily, and shaking his head slowly said in a thick voice:


    “You ought to be ashamed. I am a heavy man, and yet I understand — justice!” He raised his hand higher than his head and was silent, half-closing his eyes as if looking at something at a distance.


    “What is it?” shouted the old judge in excited astonishment, dropping back in his armchair.


    “Oh, well, what’s the use?”


    Bukin sullenly let himself down on the bench. There was something big and serious in his dark eyes, something somberly reproachful and naïve. Everybody felt it; even the judges listened, as if waiting for an echo clearer than his words. On the public benches all commotion died down immediately; only a low weeping swung in the air. Then the prosecuting attorney, shrugging his shoulders, grinned and said something to the marshal of the nobility, and whispers gradually buzzed again excitedly through the hall.


    Weariness enveloped the mother’s body with a stifling faintness. Small drops of perspiration stood on her forehead. Samoylov’s mother stirred on the bench, nudging her with her shoulder and elbow, and said to her husband in a subdued whisper:


    “How is this, now? Is it possible?”


    “You see, it’s possible.”


    “But what is going to happen to him, to Vasily?”


    “Keep still. Stop.”


    The public was jarred by something it did not understand. All blinked in perplexity with blinded eyes, as if dazzled by the sudden blazing up of an object, indistinct in outline, of unknown meaning, but with horrible drawing power. And since the people did not comprehend this great thing dawning on them, they contracted its significance into something small, the meaning of which was evident and clear to them. The elder Bukin, therefore, whispered aloud without constraint:


    “Say, please, why don’t they permit them to talk? The prosecuting attorney can say everything, and as much as he wants to — —”


    A functionary stood at the benches, and waving his hands at the people, said in a half voice:


    “Quiet, quiet!”


    The father of Samoylov threw himself back, and ejaculated broken words behind his wife’s ear:


    “Of course — let us say they are guilty — but you’ll let them explain. What is it they have gone against? Against everything — I wish to understand — I, too, have my interest.” And suddenly: “Pavel says the truth, hey? I want to understand. Let them speak.”


    “Keep still!” exclaimed the functionary, shaking his finger at him.


    Sizov nodded his head sullenly.


    But the mother kept her gaze fastened unwaveringly on the judges, and saw that they got more and more excited, conversing with one another in indistinct voices. The sound of their words, cold and tickling, touched her face, puckering the skin on it, and filling her mouth with a sickly, disgusting taste. The mother somehow conceived that they were all speaking of the bodies of her son and his comrades, their vigorous bare bodies, their muscles, their youthful limbs full of hot blood, of living force. These bodies kindled in the judges the sinister, impotent envy of the rich by the poor, the unwholesome greed felt by wasted and sick people for the strength of the healthy. Their mouths watered regretfully for these bodies, capable of working and enriching, of rejoicing and creating. The youths produced in the old judges the revengeful, painful excitement of an enfeebled beast which sees the fresh prey, but no longer has the power to seize it, and howls dismally at its powerlessness.


    This thought, rude and strange, grew more vivid the more attentively the mother scrutinized the judges. They seemed not to conceal their excited greed — the impotent vexation of the hungry who at one time had been able to consume in abundance. To her, a woman and a mother, to whom after all the body of her son is always dearer than that in him which is called a soul, to her it was horrible to see how these sticky, lightless eyes crept over his face, felt his chest, shoulders, hands, tore at the hot skin, as if seeking the possibility of taking fire, of warming the blood in their hardened brains and fatigued muscles — the brains and muscles of people already half dead, but now to some degree reanimated by the pricks of greed and envy of a young life that they presumed to sentence and remove to a distance from themselves. It seemed to her that her son, too, felt this damp, unpleasant tickling contact, and, shuddering, looked at her.


    He looked into the mother’s face with somewhat fatigued eyes, but calmly, kindly, and warmly. At times he nodded his head to her, and smiled — she understood the smile.


    “Now quick!” she said.


    Resting his hand on the table the oldest judge arose. His head sunk in the collar of his uniform, standing motionless, he began to read a paper in a droning voice.


    “He’s reading the sentence,” said Sizov, listening.


    It became quiet again, and everybody looked at the old man, small, dry, straight, resembling the stick held in his unseen hand. The other judges also stood up. The district elder inclined his head on one shoulder, and looked up to the ceiling; the mayor of the city crossed his hands over his chest; the marshal of the nobility stroked his beard. The judge with the sickly face, his puffy neighbor, and the prosecuting attorney regarded the prisoners sidewise. And behind the judges the Czar in a red military coat, with an indifferent white face looked down from his portrait over their heads. On his face some insect was creeping, or a cobweb was trembling.


    “Exile!” Sizov said with a sigh of relief, dropping back on the bench. “Well, of course! Thank God! I heard that they were going to get hard labor. Never mind, mother, that’s nothing.”


    Fatigued by her thoughts and her immobility, she understood the joy of the old man, which boldly raised the soul dragged down by hopelessness. But it didn’t enliven her much.


    “Why, I knew it,” she answered.


    “But, after all, it’s certain now. Who could have told beforehand what the authorities would do? But Fedya is a fine fellow, dear soul.”


    They walked to the grill; the mother shed tears as she pressed the hand of her son. He and Fedya spoke kind words, smiled, and joked. All were excited, but light and cheerful. The women wept; but, like Vlasova, more from habit than grief. They did not experience the stunning pain produced by an unexpected blow on the head, but only the sad consciousness that they must part with the children. But even this consciousness was dimmed by the impressions of the day. The fathers and the mothers looked at their children with mingled sensations, in which the skepticism of parents toward their children and the habitual sense of the superiority of elders over youth blended strangely with the feeling of sheer respect for them, with the persistent melancholy thought that life had now become dull, and with the curiosity aroused by the young men who so bravely and fearlessly spoke of the possibility of a new life, which the elders did not comprehend but which seemed to promise something good. The very novelty and unusualness of the feeling rendered expression impossible. Words were spoken in plenty, but they referred only to common matters. The relatives spoke of linen and clothes, and begged the comrades to take care of their health, and not to provoke the authorities uselessly.


    “Everybody, brother, will grow weary, both we and they,” said Samoylov to his son.


    And Bukin’s brother, waving his hand, assured the younger brother:


    “Merely justice, and nothing else! That they cannot admit.”


    The younger Bukin answered:


    “You look out for the starling. I love him.”


    “Come back home, and you’ll find him in perfect trim.”


    “I’ve nothing to do there.”


    And Sizov held his nephew’s hand, and slowly said:


    “So, Fedor; so you’ve started on your trip. So.”


    Fedya bent over, and whispered something in his ear, smiling roguishly. The convoy soldier also smiled; but he immediately assumed a stern expression, and shouted, “Go!”


    The mother spoke to Pavel, like the others, about the same things, about clothes, about his health, yet her breast was choked by a hundred questions concerning Sasha, concerning himself, and herself. Underneath all these emotions an almost burdensome feeling was slowly growing of the fullness of her love for her son — a strained desire to please him, to be near to his heart. The expectation of the terrible had died away, leaving behind it only a tremor at the recollection of the judges, and somewhere in a corner a dark impersonal thought regarding them.


    “Young people ought to be tried by young judges, and not by old ones,” she said to her son.


    “It would be better to arrange life so that it should not force people to crime,” answered Pavel.


    The mother, seeing the Little Russian converse with everybody and realizing that he needed affection more than Pavel, spoke to him. Andrey answered her gratefully, smiling, joking kindly, as always a bit droll, supple, sinewy. Around her the talk went on, crossing and intertwining. She heard everything, understood everybody, and secretly marveled at the vastness of her own heart, which took in everything with an even joy, and gave back a clear reflection of it, like a bright image on a deep, placid lake.


    Finally the prisoners were led away. The mother walked out of the court, and was surprised to see that night already hung over the city, with the lanterns alight in the streets, and the stars shining in the sky. Groups composed mainly of young men were crowding near the courthouse. The snow crunched in the frozen atmosphere; voices sounded. A man in a gray Caucasian cowl looked into Sizov’s face and asked quickly:


    “What was the sentence?”


    “Exile.”


    “For all?”


    “All.”


    “Thank you.”


    The man walked away.


    “You see,” said Sizov. “They inquire.”


    Suddenly they were surrounded by about ten men, youths, and girls, and explanations rained down, attracting still more people. The mother and Sizov stopped. They were questioned in regard to the sentence, as to how the prisoners behaved, who delivered the speeches, and what the speeches were about. All the voices rang with the same eager curiosity, sincere and warm, which aroused the desire to satisfy it.


    “People! This is the mother of Pavel Vlasov!” somebody shouted, and presently all became silent.


    “Permit me to shake your hand.”


    Somebody’s firm hand pressed the mother’s fingers, somebody’s voice said excitedly:


    “Your son will be an example of manhood for all of us.”


    “Long live the Russian workingman!” a resonant voice rang out.


    “Long live the proletariat!”


    “Long live the revolution!”


    The shouts grew louder and increased in number, rising up on all sides. The people ran from every direction, pushing into the crowd around the mother and Sizov. The whistles of the police leaped through the air, but did not deafen the shouts. The old man smiled; and to the mother all this seemed like a pleasant dream. She smilingly pressed the hands extended to her and bowed, with joyous tears choking her throat. Near her somebody’s clear voice said nervously:


    “Comrades, friends, the autocracy, the monster which devours the Russian people to-day again gulped into its bottomless, greedy mouth — —”


    “However, mother, let’s go,” said Sizov. And at the same time Sasha appeared, caught the mother under her arm, and quickly dragged her away to the other side of the street.


    “Come! They’re going to make arrests. What? Exile? To Siberia?”


    “Yes, yes.”


    “And how did he speak? I know without your telling me. He was more powerful than any of the others, and more simple. And of course, sterner than all the rest. He’s sensitive and soft, only he’s ashamed to expose himself. And he’s direct, clear, firm, like truth itself. He’s very great, and there’s everything in him, everything! But he often constrains himself for nothing, lest he might hinder the cause. I know it.” Her hot half-whisper, the words of her love, calmed the mother’s agitation, and restored her exhausted strength.


    “When will you go to him?” she asked Sasha, pressing her hand to her body. Looking confidently before her the girl answered:


    “As soon as I find somebody to take over my work. I have the money already, but I might go per étappe. You know I am also awaiting a sentence. Evidently they are going to send me to Siberia, too. I will then declare that I desire to be exiled to the same locality that he will be.”


    Behind them was heard the voice of Sizov:


    “Then give him regards from me, from Sizov. He will know. I’m Fedya Mazin’s uncle.”


    Sasha stopped, turned around, extending her hand.


    “I’m acquainted with Fedya. My name is Alexandra.”


    “And your patronymic?”


    She looked at him and answered:


    “I have no father.”


    “He’s dead, you mean?”


    “No, he’s alive.” Something stubborn, persistent, sounded in the girl’s voice and appeared in her face. “He’s a landowner, a chief of a country district. He robs the peasants and beats them. I cannot recognize him as my father.”


    “S-s-o-o!” Sizov was taken aback. After a pause he said, looking at the girl sidewise:


    “Well, mother, good-by. I’m going off to the left. Stop in sometimes for a talk and a glass of tea. Good evening, lady. You’re pretty hard on your father — of course, that’s your business.”


    “If your son were an ugly man, obnoxious to people, disgusting to you, wouldn’t you say the same about him?” Sasha shouted terribly.


    “Well, I would,” the old man answered after some hesitation.


    “That is to say that justice is dearer to you than your son; and to me it’s dearer than my father.”


    Sizov smiled, shaking his head; then he said with a sigh:


    “Well, well, you’re clever. Good-by. I wish you all good things, and be better to people. Hey? Well, God be with you. Good-by, Nilovna. When you see Pavel tell him I heard his speech. I couldn’t understand every bit of it; some things even seemed horrible; but tell him it’s true. They’ve found the truth, yes.”


    He raised his hat, and sedately turned around the corner of the street.


    “He seems to be a good man,” remarked Sasha, accompanying him with a smile of her large eyes. “Such people can be useful to the cause. It would be good to hide literature with them, for instance.”


    It seemed to the mother that to-day the girl’s face was softer and kinder than usual, and hearing her remarks about Sizov, she thought:


    “Always about the cause. Even to-day. It’s burned into her heart.”
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    At home they sat on the sofa closely pressed together, and the mother resting in the quiet again began to speak about Sasha’s going to Pavel. Thoughtfully raising her thick eyebrows, the girl looked into the distance with her large, dreamy eyes. A contemplative expression rested on her pale face.


    “Then, when children will be born to you, I will come to you and dandle them. We’ll begin to live there no worse than here. Pasha will find work. He has golden hands.”


    “Yes,” answered Sasha thoughtfully. “That’s good—” And suddenly starting, as if throwing something away, she began to speak simply in a modulated voice. “He won’t commence to live there. He’ll go away, of course.”


    “And how will that be? Suppose, in case of children?”


    “I don’t know. We’ll see when we are there. In such a case he oughtn’t to reckon with me, and I cannot constrain him. He’s free at any moment. I am his comrade — a wife, of course. But the conditions of his work are such that for years and years I cannot regard our bond as a usual one, like that of others. It will be hard, I know it, to part with him; but, of course, I’ll manage to. He knows that I’m not capable of regarding a man as my possession. I’m not going to constrain him, no.”


    The mother understood her, felt that she believed what she said, that she was capable of carrying it out; and she was sorry for her. She embraced her.


    “My dear girl, it will be hard for you.”


    Sasha smiled softly, nestling her body up to the mother’s. Her voice sounded mild, but powerful. Red mounted to her face.


    “It’s a long time till then; but don’t think that I — that it is hard for me now. I’m making no sacrifices. I know what I’m doing, I know what I may expect. I’ll be happy if I can make him happy. My aim, my desire is to increase his energy, to give him as much happiness and love as I can — a great deal. I love him very much and he me — I know it — what I bring to him, he will give back to me — we will enrich each other by all in our power; and, if necessary, we will part as friends.”


    Sasha remained silent for a long time, during which the mother and the young woman sat in a corner of the room, tightly pressed against each other, thinking of the man whom they loved. It was quiet, melancholy, and warm.


    Nikolay entered, exhausted, but brisk. He immediately announced:


    “Well, Sashenka, betake yourself away from here, as long as you are sound. Two spies have been after me since this morning, and the attempt at concealment is so evident that it savors of an arrest. I feel it in my bones — somewhere something has happened. By the way, here I have the speech of Pavel. It’s been decided to publish it at once. Take it to Liudmila. Pavel spoke well, Nilovna; and his speech will play a part. Look out for spies, Sasha. Wait a little while — hide these papers, too. You might give them to Ivan, for example.”


    While he spoke, he vigorously rubbed his frozen hands, and quickly pulled out the drawers of his table, picking out papers, some of which he tore up, others he laid aside. His manner was absorbed, and his appearance all upset.


    “Do you suppose it was long ago that this place was cleared out? And look at this mass of stuff accumulated already! The devil! You see, Nilovna, it would be better for you, too, not to sleep here to-night. It’s a sorry spectacle to witness, and they may arrest you, too. And you’ll be needed for carrying Pavel’s speech about from place to place.”


    “Hm, what do they want me for? Maybe you’re mistaken.”


    Nikolay waved his forearm in front of his eyes, and said with conviction:


    “I have a keen scent. Besides, you can be of great help to Liudmila. Flee far from evil.”


    The possibility of taking a part in the printing of her son’s speech was pleasant to her, and she answered:


    “If so, I’ll go. But don’t think I’m afraid.”


    “Very well. Now, tell me where my valise and my linen are. You’ve grabbed up everything into your rapacious hands, and I’m completely robbed of the possibility of disposing of my own private property. I’m making complete preparations — this will be unpleasant to them.”


    Sasha burned the papers in silence, and carefully mixed their ashes with the other cinders in the stove.


    “Sasha, go,” said Nikolay, putting out his hand to her. “Good-by. Don’t forget books — if anything new and interesting appears. Well, good-by, dear comrade. Be more careful.”


    “Do you think it’s for long?” asked Sasha.


    “The devil knows them! Evidently. There’s something against me. Nilovna, are you going with her? It’s harder to track two people — all right?”


    “I’m going.” The mother went to dress herself, and it occurred to her how little these people who were striving for the freedom of all cared for their personal freedom. The simplicity and the businesslike manner of Nikolay in expecting the arrest both astonished and touched her. She tried to observe his face carefully; she detected nothing but his air of absorption, overshadowing the usual kindly soft expression of his eyes. There was no sign of agitation in this man, dearer to her than the others; he made no fuss. Equally attentive to all, alike kind to all, always calmly the same, he seemed to her just as much a stranger as before to everybody and everything except his cause. He seemed remote, living a secret life within himself and somewhere ahead of people. Yet she felt that he resembled her more than any of the others, and she loved him with a love that was carefully observing and, as it were, did not believe in itself. Now she felt painfully sorry for him; but she restrained her feelings, knowing that to show them would disconcert Nikolay, that he would become, as always under such circumstances, somewhat ridiculous.


    When she returned to the room she found him pressing Sasha’s hand and saying:


    “Admirable! I’m convinced of it. It’s very good for him and for you. A little personal happiness does not do any harm; but — a little, you know, so as not to make him lose his value. Are you ready, Nilovna?” He walked up to her, smiling and adjusting his glasses. “Well, good-by. I want to think that for three months, four months — well, at most half a year — half a year is a great deal of a man’s life. In half a year one can do a lot of things. Take care of yourself, please, eh? Come, let’s embrace.” Lean and thin he clasped her neck in his powerful arms, looked into her eyes, and smiled. “It seems to me I’ve fallen in love with you. I keep embracing you all the time.”


    She was silent, kissing his forehead and cheeks, and her hands quivered. For fear he might notice it, she unclasped them.


    “Go. Very well. Be careful to-morrow. This is what you should do — send the boy in the morning — Liudmila has a boy for the purpose — let him go to the house porter and ask him whether I’m home or not. I’ll forewarn the porter; he’s a good fellow, and I’m a friend of his. Well, good-by, comrades. I wish you all good.”


    On the street Sasha said quietly to the mother:


    “He’ll go as simply as this to his death, if necessary. And apparently he’ll hurry up a little in just the same way; when death stares him in the face he’ll adjust his eyeglasses, and will say ‘admirable,’ and will die.”


    “I love him,” whispered the mother.


    “I’m filled with astonishment; but love him — no. I respect him highly. He’s sort of dry, although good and even, if you please, sometimes soft; but not sufficiently human — it seems to me we’re being followed. Come, let’s part. Don’t enter Liudmila’s place if you think a spy is after you.”


    “I know,” said the mother. Sasha, however, persistently added: “Don’t enter. In that case, come to me. Good-by for the present.”


    She quickly turned around and walked back. The mother called “Good-by” after her.


    Within a few minutes she sat all frozen through at the stove in Liudmila’s little room. Her hostess, Liudmila, in a black dress girded up with a strap, slowly paced up and down the room, filling it with a rustle and the sound of her commanding voice. A fire was crackling in the stove and drawing in the air from the room. The woman’s voice sounded evenly.


    “People are a great deal more stupid than bad. They can see only what’s near to them, what it’s possible to grasp immediately; but everything that’s near is cheap; what’s distant is dear. Why, in reality, it would be more convenient and pleasanter for all if life were different, were lighter, and the people were more sensible. But to attain the distant you must disturb yourself for the immediate present — —”


    Nilovna tried to guess where this woman did her printing. The room had three windows facing the street; there was a sofa and a bookcase, a table, chairs, a bed at the wall, in the corner near it a wash basin, in the other corner a stove; on the walls photographs and pictures. All was new, solid, clean; and over all the austere monastic figure of the mistress threw a cold shadow. Something concealed, something hidden, made itself felt; but where it lurked was incomprehensible. The mother looked at the doors; through one of them she had entered from the little antechamber. Near the stove was another door, narrow and high.


    “I have come to you on business,” she said in embarrassment, noticing that the hostess was regarding her.


    “I know. Nobody comes to me for any other reason.”


    Something strange seemed to be in Liudmila’s voice. The mother looked in her face. Liudmila smiled with the corners of her thin lips, her dull eyes gleamed behind her glasses. Turning her glance aside, the mother handed her the speech of Pavel.


    “Here. They ask you to print it at once.”


    And she began to tell of Nikolay’s preparations for the arrest.


    Liudmila silently thrust the manuscript into her belt and sat down on a chair. A red gleam of the fire was reflected on her spectacles; its hot smile played on her motionless face.


    “When they come to me I’m going to shoot at them,” she said with determination in her moderated voice. “I have the right to protect myself against violence; and I must fight with them if I call upon others to fight. I cannot understand calmness; I don’t like it.”


    The reflection of the fire glided across her face, and she again became austere, somewhat haughty.


    “Your life is not very pleasant,” the mother thought kindly.


    Liudmila began to read Pavel’s speech, at first reluctantly; then she bent lower and lower over the paper, quickly throwing aside the pages as she read them. When she had finished she rose, straightened herself, and walked up to the mother.


    “That’s good. That’s what I like; although here, too, there’s calmness. But the speech is the sepulchral beat of a drum, and the drummer is a powerful man.”


    She reflected a little while, lowering her head for a minute:


    “I didn’t want to speak with you about your son; I have never met him, and I don’t like sad subjects of conversation. I know what it means to have a near one go into exile. But I want to say to you, nevertheless, that your son must be a splendid man. He’s young — that’s evident; but he is a great soul. It must be good and terrible to have such a son.”


    “Yes, it’s good. And now it’s no longer terrible.”


    Liudmila settled her smoothly combed hair with her tawny hand and sighed softly. A light, warm shadow trembled on her cheeks, the shadow of a suppressed smile.


    “We are going to print it. Will you help me?”


    “Of course.”


    “I’ll set it up quickly. You lie down; you had a hard day; you’re tired. Lie down here on the bed; I’m not going to sleep; and at night maybe I’ll wake you up to help me. When you have lain down, put out the lamp.”


    She threw two logs of wood into the stove, straightened herself, and passed through the narrow door near the stove, firmly closing it after her. The mother followed her with her eyes, and began to undress herself, thinking reluctantly of her hostess: “A stern person; and yet her heart burns. She can’t conceal it. Everyone loves. If you don’t love you can’t live.”


    Fatigue dizzied her brain; but her soul was strangely calm, and everything was illumined from within by a soft, kind light which quietly and evenly filled her breast. She was already acquainted with this calm; it had come to her after great agitation. At first it had slightly disturbed her; but now it only broadened her soul, strengthening it with a certain powerful but impalpable thought. Before her all the time appeared and disappeared the faces of her son, Andrey, Nikolay, Sasha. She took delight in them; they passed by without arousing thought, and only lightly and sadly touching her heart. Then she extinguished the lamp, lay down in the cold bed, shriveled up under the bed coverings, and suddenly sank into a heavy sleep.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XVIII


    
      
    


    


    When she opened her eyes the room was filled by the cold, white glimmer of a clear wintry day. The hostess, with a book in her hand, lay on the sofa, and smiling unlike herself looked into her face.


    “Oh, father!” the mother exclaimed, for some reason embarrassed. “Just look! Have I been asleep a long time?”


    “Good morning!” answered Liudmila. “It’ll soon be ten o’clock. Get up and we’ll have tea.”


    “Why didn’t you wake me up?”


    “I wanted to. I walked up to you; but you were so fast asleep and smiled so in your sleep!”


    With a supple, powerful movement of her whole body she rose from the sofa, walked up to the bed, bent toward the face of the mother, and in her dull eyes the mother saw something dear, near, and comprehensible.


    “I was sorry to disturb you. Maybe you were seeing a happy vision.”


    “I didn’t see anything.”


    “All the same — but your smile pleased me. It was so calm, so good — so great.” Liudmila laughed, and her laugh sounded velvety. “I thought of you, of your life — your life is a hard one, isn’t it?”


    The mother, moving her eyebrows, was silent and thoughtful.


    “Of course it’s hard!” exclaimed Liudmila.


    “I don’t know,” said the mother carefully. “Sometimes it seems sort of hard; there’s so much of all, it’s all so serious, marvelous, and it moves along so quickly, one thing after the other — so quickly — —”


    The wave of bold excitement familiar to her overflowed her breast, filling her heart with images and thoughts. She sat up in bed, quickly clothing her thoughts in words.


    “It goes, it goes, it goes all to one thing, to one side, and like a fire, when a house begins to burn, upward! Here it shoots forth, there it blazes out, ever brighter, ever more powerful. There’s a great deal of hardship, you know. People suffer; they are beaten, cruelly beaten; and everyone is oppressed and watched. They hide, live like monks, and many joys are closed to them; it’s very hard. And when you look at them well you see that the hard things, the evil and difficult, are around them, on the outside, and not within.”


    Liudmila quickly threw up her head, looked at her with a deep, embracing look. The mother felt that her words did not exhaust her thoughts, which vexed and offended her.


    “You’re not speaking about yourself,” said her hostess softly.


    The mother looked at her, arose from the bed, and dressing asked:


    “Not about myself? Yes; you see in this, in all that I live now, it’s hard to think of oneself; how can you withdraw into yourself when you love this thing, and that thing is dear to you, and you are afraid for everybody and are sorry for everybody? Everything crowds into your heart and draws you to all people. How can you step to one side? It’s hard.”


    Liudmila laughed, saying softly:


    “And maybe it’s not necessary.”


    “I don’t know whether it’s necessary or not; but this I do know — that people are becoming stronger than life, wiser than life; that’s evident.”


    Standing in the middle of the room, half-dressed, she fell to reflecting for a moment. Her real self suddenly appeared not to exist — the one who lived in anxiety and fear for her son, in thoughts for the safekeeping of his body. Such a person in herself was no longer; she had gone off to a great distance, and perhaps was altogether burned up by the fire of agitation. This had lightened and cleansed her soul, and had renovated her heart with a new power. She communed with herself, desiring to take a look into her own heart, and fearing lest she awaken some anxiety there.


    “What are you thinking about?” Liudmila asked kindly, walking up to her.


    “I don’t know.”


    The two women were silent, looking at each other. Both smiled; then Liudmila walked out of the room, saying:


    “What is my samovar doing?”


    The mother looked through the window. A cold, bracing day shone in the street; her breast, too, shone bright, but hot. She wanted to speak much about everything, joyfully, with a confused feeling of gratitude to somebody — she did not know whom — for all that came into her soul, and lighted it with a ruddy evening light. A desire to pray, which she had not felt for a long time, arose in her breast. Somebody’s young face came to her memory, somebody’s resonant voice shouted, “That’s the mother of Pavel Vlasov!” Sasha’s eyes flashed joyously and tenderly. Rybin’s dark, tall figure loomed up, the bronzed, firm face of her son smiled. Nikolay blinked in embarrassment; and suddenly everything was stirred with a deep but light breath.


    “Nikolay was right,” said Liudmila, entering again. “He must surely have been arrested. I sent the boy there, as you told me to. He said policemen are hiding in the yard; he did not see the house porter; but he saw the policeman who was hiding behind the gates. And spies are sauntering about; the boy knows them.”


    “So?” The mother nodded her head. “Ah, poor fellow!”


    And she sighed, but without sadness, and was quietly surprised at herself.


    “Lately he’s been reading a great deal to the city workingmen; and in general it was time for him to disappear,” Liudmila said with a frown. “The comrades told him to go, but he didn’t obey them. I think that in such cases you must compel and not try to persuade.”


    A dark-haired, red-faced boy with beautiful eyes and a hooked nose appeared in the doorway.


    “Shall I bring in the samovar?” he asked in a ringing voice.


    “Yes, please, Seryozha. This is my pupil; have you never met him before?”


    “No.”


    “He used to go to Nikolay sometimes; I sent him.”


    Liudmila seemed to the mother to be different to-day — simpler and nearer to her. In the supple swaying of her stately figure there was much beauty and power; her sternness had mildened; the circles under her eyes had grown larger during the night, her face paler and leaner; her large eyes had deepened. One perceived a strained exertion in her, a tightly drawn chord in her soul.


    The boy brought in the samovar.


    “Let me introduce you: Seryozha — Pelagueya Nilovna, the mother of the workingman whom they sentenced yesterday.”


    Seryozha bowed silently and pressed the mother’s hand. Then he brought in bread, and sat down to the table. Liudmila persuaded the mother not to go home until they found out whom the police were waiting for there.


    “Maybe they are waiting for you. I’m sure they’ll examine you.”


    “Let them. And if they arrest me, no great harm. Only I’d like to have Pasha’s speech sent off.”


    “It’s already in type. To-morrow it’ll be possible to have it for the city and the suburb. We’ll have some for the districts, too. Do you know Natasha?”


    “Of course!”


    “Then take it to her.”


    The boy read the newspaper, and seemed not to be listening to the conversation; but at times his eyes looked from the pages of the newspaper into the face of the mother; and when she met their animated glance she felt pleased and smiled. She reproached herself for these smiles. Liudmila again mentioned Nikolay without any expression of regret for his arrest and, to the mother, it seemed in perfectly natural tones. The time passed more quickly than on the other days. When they had done drinking tea it was already near midday.


    “However!” exclaimed Liudmila, and at the same time a knock at the door was heard. The boy rose, looked inquiringly at Liudmila, prettily screwing up his eyes.


    “Open the door, Seryozha. Who do you suppose it is?” And with a composed gesture she let her hand into the pocket of the skirt, saying to the mother: “If it is the gendarmes, you, Pelagueya Nilovna, stand here in this corner, and you, Ser — —”


    “I know. The dark passage,” the little boy answered softly, disappearing.


    The mother smiled. These preparations did not disturb her; she had no premonition of a misfortune.


    The little physician walked in. He quickly said:


    “First of all, Nikolay is arrested. Aha! You here, Nilovna? They’re interested in you, too. Weren’t you there when he was arrested?”


    “He packed me off, and told me to come here.”


    “Hm! I don’t think it will be of any use to you. Secondly, last night several young people made about five hundred hektograph copies of Pavel’s speech — not badly done, plain and clear. They want to scatter them throughout the city at night. I’m against it. Printed sheets are better for the city, and the hektograph copies ought to be sent off somewhere.”


    “Here, I’ll carry them to Natasha!” the mother exclaimed animatedly. “Give them to me.”


    She was seized with a great desire to sow them broadcast, to spread Pavel’s speech as soon as possible. She would have bestrewn the whole earth with the words of her son, and she looked into the doctor’s face with eyes ready to beg.


    “The devil knows whether at this time you ought to take up this matter,” the physician said irresolutely, and took out his watch. “It’s now twelve minutes of twelve. The train leaves at 2.05, arrives there 5.15. You’ll get there in the evening, but not sufficiently late — and that’s not the point!”


    “That’s not the point,” repeated Liudmila, frowning.


    “What then?” asked the mother, drawing up to them. “The point is to do it well; and I’ll do it all right.”


    Liudmila looked fixedly at her, and chafing her forehead, remarked:


    “It’s dangerous for you.”


    “Why?” the mother challenged hotly.


    “That’s why!” said the physician quickly and brokenly. “You disappeared from home an hour before Nikolay’s arrest. You went away to the mill, where you are known as the teacher’s aunt; after your arrival at the mill the naughty leaflets appear. All this will tie itself into a noose around your neck.”


    “They won’t notice me there,” the mother assured them, warming to her desire. “When I return they’ll arrest me, and ask me where I was.” After a moment’s pause she exclaimed: “I know what I’ll say. From there I’ll go straight to the suburb; I have a friend there — Sizov. So I’ll say that I went there straight from the trial; grief took me there; and he, too, had the same misfortune, his nephew was sentenced; and I spent the whole time with him. He’ll uphold me, too. Do you see?”


    The mother was aware that they were succumbing to the strength of her desire, and strove to induce them to give in as quickly as possible. She spoke more and more persistently, joy arising within her. And they yielded.


    “Well, go,” the physician reluctantly assented.


    Liudmila was silent, pacing thoughtfully up and down the room. Her face clouded over and her cheeks fell in. The muscles of her neck stretched noticeably as if her head had suddenly grown heavy; it involuntarily dropped on her breast. The mother observed this. The physician’s reluctant assent forced a sigh from her.


    “You all take care of me,” the mother said, smiling. “You don’t take care of yourselves.” And the wave of joy mounted higher and higher.


    “It isn’t true. We look out for ourselves. We ought to; and we very much upbraid those who uselessly waste their power. Ye-es. Now, this is the way you are to do. You will receive the speeches at the station.” He explained to her how the matter would be arranged; then looking into her face, he said: “Well, I wish you success. You’re happy, aren’t you?” And he walked away still gloomy and dissatisfied. When the door closed behind him Liudmila walked up to the mother, smiling quietly.


    “You’re a fine woman! I understand you.” Taking her by the arm, she again walked up and down the room. “I have a son, too. He’s already thirteen years old; but he lives with his father. My husband is an assistant prosecuting attorney. Maybe he’s already prosecuting attorney. And the boy’s with him. What is he going to be? I often think.” Her humid, powerful voice trembled. Then her speech flowed on again thoughtfully and quietly. “He’s being brought up by a professed enemy of those people who are near me, whom I regard as the best people on earth; and maybe the boy will grow up to be my enemy. He cannot live with me; I live under a strange name. I have not seen him for eight years. That’s a long time — eight years!”


    Stopping at the window, she looked up at the pale, bleak sky, and continued: “If he were with me I would be stronger; I would not have this wound in my heart, the wound that always pains. And even if he were dead it would be easier for me—” She paused again, and added more firmly and loudly: “Then I would know he’s merely dead, but not an enemy of that which is higher than the feeling of a mother, dearer and more necessary than life.”


    “My darling,” said the mother quietly, feeling as if something powerful were burning her heart.


    “Yes, you are happy,” Liudmila said with a smile. “It’s magnificent — the mother and the son side by side. It’s rare!”


    The mother unexpectedly to herself exclaimed:


    “Yes, it is good!” and as if disclosing a secret, she continued in a lowered voice: “It is another life. All of you — Nikolay Ivanovich, all the people of the cause of truth — are also side by side. Suddenly people have become kin — I understand all — the words I don’t understand; but everything else I understand, everything!”


    “That’s how it is,” Liudmila said. “That’s how.”


    The mother put her hand on Liudmila’s breast, pressing her; she spoke almost in a whisper, as if herself meditating upon the words she spoke.


    “Children go through the world; that’s what I understand; children go into the world, over all the earth, from everywhere toward one thing. The best hearts go; people of honest minds; they relentlessly attack all evil, all darkness. They go, they trample falsehood with heavy feet, understanding everything, justifying everybody — justifying everybody, they go. Young, strong, they carry their power, their invincible power, all toward one thing — toward justice. They go to conquer all human misery, they arm themselves to wipe away misfortune from the face of the earth; they go to subdue what is monstrous, and they will subdue it. We will kindle a new sun, somebody told me; and they will kindle it. We will create one heart in life, we will unite all the severed hearts into one — and they will unite them. We will cleanse the whole of life — and they will cleanse it.”


    She waved her hand toward the sky.


    “There’s the sun.”


    And she struck her bosom.


    “Here the most glorious heavenly sun of human happiness will be kindled, and it will light up the earth forever — the whole of it, and all that live upon it — with the light of love, the love of every man toward all, and toward everything.”


    The words of forgotten prayers recurred to her mind, inspiring a new faith. She threw them from her heart like sparks.


    “The children walking along the road of truth and reason carry love to all; and they clothe everything in new skies; they illumine everything with an incorruptible fire issuing from the depths of the soul. Thus, a new life comes into being, born of the children’s love for the entire world; and who will extinguish this love — who? What power is higher than this? Who will subdue it? The earth has brought it forth; and all life desires its victory — all life. Shed rivers of blood, nay, seas of blood, you’ll never extinguish it.”


    She shook herself away from Liudmila, fatigued by her exaltation, and sat down, breathing heavily. Liudmila also withdrew from her, noiselessly, carefully, as if afraid of destroying something. With supple movement she walked about the room and looked in front of her with the deep gaze of her dim eyes. She seemed still taller, straighter, and thinner; her lean, stern face wore a concentrated expression, and her lips were nervously compressed. The stillness in the room soon calmed the mother, and noticing Liudmila’s mood she asked guiltily and softly:


    “Maybe I said something that wasn’t quite right?”


    Liudmila quickly turned around and looked at her as if in fright.


    “It’s all right,” she said rapidly, stretching out her hand to the mother as if desiring to arrest something. “But we’ll not speak about it any more. Let it remain as it was said; let it remain. Yes.” And in a calmer tone she continued: “It’s time for you to start soon; it’s far.”


    “Yes, presently. I’m glad! Oh, how glad I am! If you only knew! I’m going to carry the word of my son, the word of my blood. Why, it’s like one’s own soul!”


    She smiled; but her smile did not find a clear reflection in the face of Liudmila. The mother felt that Liudmila chilled her joy by her restraint; and the stubborn desire suddenly arose in her to pour into that obstinate soul enveloped in misery her own fire, to burn her, too, let her, too, sound in unison with her own heart full of joy. She took Liudmila’s hands and pressed them powerfully.


    “My dear, how good it is when you know that light for all the people already exists in life, and that there will be a time when they will begin to see it, when they will bathe their souls in it, and all, all, will take fire in its unquenchable flames.”


    Her good, large face quivered; her eyes smiled radiantly; and her eyebrows trembled over them as if pinioning their flash. The great thoughts intoxicated her; she put into them everything that burned her heart, everything she had lived through; and she compressed the thoughts into firm, capacious crystals of luminous words. They grew up ever more powerful in the autumn heart, illuminated by the creative force of the spring sun; they blossomed and reddened in it ever more brightly.


    “Why, this is like a new god that’s born to us, the people. Everything for all; all for everything; the whole of life in one, and the whole of life for everyone, and everyone for the whole of life! Thus I understand all of you; it is for this that you are on this earth, I see. You are in truth comrades all, kinsmen all, for you are all children of one mother, of truth. Truth has brought you forth; and by her power you live!”


    Again overcome by the wave of agitation, she stopped, fetched breath, and spread out her arms as if for an embrace.


    “And if I pronounce to myself that word ‘comrades’ then I hear with my heart — they are going! They are going from everywhere, the great multitude, all to one thing. I hear such a roaring, resonant and joyous, like the festive peal of the bells of all the churches of the world.”


    She had arrived at what she desired. Liudmila’s face flashed in amazement. Her lips quivered; and one after the other large transparent tears dropped from her dull eyes and rolled down her cheeks.


    The mother embraced her vigorously and laughed softly, lightly taking pride in the victory of her heart. When they took leave of each other Liudmila looked into the mother’s face, and asked her softly:


    “Do you know that it is well with you?” And herself supplied the answer: “Very well. Like a morning on a high mountain.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XIX


    
      
    


    


    In the street the frozen atmosphere enveloped her body invigoratingly, penetrated into her throat, tickled her nose, and for a second suppressed the breathing in her bosom. The mother stopped and looked around. Near to her, at the corner of the empty street, stood a cabman in a shaggy hat; at a slight distance a man was walking, bent, his head sunk in his shoulders; and in front of him a soldier was running in a jump, rubbing his ears.


    “The soldier must have been sent to the store,” she thought, and walked off listening with satisfaction to the youthful crunching of the snow under her feet. She arrived at the station early; her train was not yet ready; but in the dirty waiting room of the third class, blackened with smoke, there were numerous people already. The cold drove in the railroad workmen; cabmen and some poorly dressed, homeless people came in to warm themselves; there were passengers, also a few peasants, a stout merchant in a raccoon overcoat, a priest and his daughter, a pockmarked girl, some five soldiers, and bustling tradesmen. The men smoked, talked, drank tea and whisky at the buffet; some one laughed boisterously; a wave of smoke was wafted overhead; the door squeaked as it opened, the windows rattled when the door was jammed to; the odor of tobacco, machine oil, and salt fish thickly beat into the nostrils.


    The mother sat near the entrance and waited. When the door opened a whiff of fresh air struck her, which was pleasant to her, and she took in deep breaths. Heavily dressed people came in with bundles in their hands; they clumsily pushed through the door, swore, mumbled, threw their things on the bench or on the floor, shook off the dry rime from the collars of their overcoats and their sleeves and wiped it off their beards and mustaches, all the time puffing and blowing.


    A young man entered with a yellow valise in his hand, quickly looked around, and walked straight to the mother.


    “To Moscow, to your niece?” he asked in a low voice.


    “Yes, to Tanya.”


    “Very well.”


    He put the valise on the bench near her, quickly whipped out a cigarette, lighted it, and raising his hat, silently walked toward the other door. The mother stroked the cold skin of the valise, leaned her elbows on it, and, satisfied, began again to look around at the people. In a few moments she arose and walked over to the other bench, nearer to the exit to the platform. She held the valise lightly in her hand; it was not large, and she walked with raised head, scanning the faces that flashed before her.


    One man in a short overcoat and its collar raised jostled against her and jumped back, silently waving his hand toward his head. Something familiar about him struck her; she glanced around and saw that he was looking at her with one eye gleaming out of his collar. This attentive eye pricked her; the hand in which she held the valise trembled; she felt a dull pain in her shoulder, and the load suddenly grew heavy.


    “I’ve seen him somewhere,” she thought, and with the thought suppressed the unpleasant, confused feeling in her breast. She would not permit herself to define the cold sensation that already pressed her heart quietly but powerfully. It grew and rose in her throat, filling her mouth with a dry, bitter taste, and compelling her to turn around and look once more. As she turned he carefully shifted from one foot to the other, standing on the same spot; it seemed he wanted something, but could not decide what. His right hand was thrust between the buttons of his coat, the other he kept in his pocket. On account of this the right shoulder seemed higher than the left.


    Without hastening, she walked to the bench and sat down carefully, slowly, as if afraid of tearing something in herself or on herself. Her memory, aroused by a sharp premonition of misfortune, quickly presented this man twice to her imagination — once in the field outside the city, after the escape of Rybin; a second time in the evening in the court. There at his side stood the constable to whom she had pointed out the false way taken by Rybin. They knew her; they were tracking her — this was evident.


    “Am I caught?” she asked, and in the following second answered herself, starting: “Maybe there is still—” and immediately forcing herself with a great effort, she said sternly: “I’m caught. No use.”


    She looked around, and her thoughts flashed up in sparks and expired in her brain one after the other.


    “Leave the valise? Go away?”


    But at the same time another spark darted up more glaringly: “How much will be lost? Drop the son’s word in such hands?”


    She pressed the valise to herself trembling. “And to go away with it? Where? To run?”


    These thoughts seemed to her those of a stranger, somebody from the outside, who was pushing them on her by main force. They burned her, and their burns chopped her brain painfully, lashed her heart like fiery whipcords. They were an insult to the mother; they seemed to be driving her away from her own self, from Pavel, and everything which had grown to her heart. She felt that a stubborn, hostile force oppressed her, squeezed her shoulder and breast, lowered her stature, plunging her into a fatal fear. The veins on her temples began to pulsate vigorously, and the roots of her hair grew warm.


    Then with one great and sharp effort of her heart, which seemed to shake her entire being, she quenched all these cunning, petty, feeble little fires, saying sternly to herself: “Enough!”


    She at once began to feel better, and she grew strengthened altogether, adding: “Don’t disgrace your son. Nobody’s afraid.”


    Several seconds of wavering seemed to have the effect of joining everything in her; her heart began to beat calmly.


    “What’s going to happen now? How will they go about it with me?” she thought, her senses strung to a keener observation.


    The spy called a station guard, and whispered something to him, directing his look toward her. The guard glanced at him and moved back. Another guard came, listened, grinned, and lowered his brows. He was an old man, coarse-built, gray, unshaven. He nodded his head to the spy, and walked up to the bench where the mother sat. The spy quickly disappeared.


    The old man strode leisurely toward the mother, intently thrusting his angry eyes into the mother’s face. She sat farther back on the bench, trembling. “If they only don’t beat me, if they only don’t beat me!”


    He stopped at her side; she raised her eyes to his face.


    “What are you looking at?” he asked in a moderated voice.


    “Nothing.”


    “Hm! Thief! So old and yet — —”


    It seemed to her that his words struck her face once, twice, rough and hoarse; they wounded her, as if they tore her cheeks, ripped out her eyes.


    “I’m not a thief! You lie!” she shouted with all the power of her chest; and everything before her jumped and began to whirl in a whirlwind of revolt, intoxicating her heart with the bitterness of insult. She jerked the valise, and it opened.


    “Look! look! All you people!” she shouted, standing up and waving the bundle of the proclamations she had quickly seized over her head. Through the noise in her ears she heard the exclamations of the people who came running up, and she saw them pouring in quickly from all directions.


    “What is it?”


    “There’s a spy!”


    “What’s the matter?”


    “She’s a thief, they say!”


    “She?”


    “Would a thief shout?”


    “Such a respectable one! My, my, my!”


    “Whom did they catch?”


    “I’m not a thief,” said the mother in a full voice, somewhat calmed at the sight of the people who pressed closely upon her from all sides.


    “Yesterday they tried the political prisoners; my son was one of them, Vlasov. He made a speech. Here it is. I’m carrying it to the people in order that they should read, think about the truth.”


    One paper was carefully pulled from her hands. She waved the papers in the air and flung them into the crowd.


    “She won’t get any praise for that, either!” somebody exclaimed in a frightened voice.


    “Whee-ee-w!” was the response.


    The mother saw that the papers were being snatched up, were being hidden in breasts and pockets. This again put her firmly on her feet; more composed than forceful, straining herself to her utmost, and feeling how agitated pride grew in her raising her high above the people, how subdued joy flamed up in her, she spoke, snatching bundles of papers from the valise and throwing them right and left into some person’s quick, greedy hands.


    “For this they sentenced my son and all with him. Do you know? I will tell you, and you believe the heart of a mother; believe her gray hair. Yesterday they sentenced them because they carried to you, to all the people, the honest, sacred truth. How do you live?”


    The crowd grew silent in amazement, and noiselessly increased in size, pressing closer and closer together, surrounding the woman with a ring of living bodies.


    “Poverty, hunger, and sickness — that’s what work gives to the poor people. This order of things pushes us to theft and to corruption; and over us, satiated and calm, live the rich. In order that we should obey the police, the authorities, the soldiers, all are in their hands, all are against us, everything is against us. We perish all our lives day after day in toil, always in filth, in deceit. And others enjoy themselves and gormandize themselves with our labor; and they hold us like dogs on chains, in ignorance. We know nothing, and in terror we fear everything. Our life is night, a dark night; it is a terrible dream. They have poisoned us with strong intoxicating poison, and they drink our blood. They glut themselves to corpulence, to vomiting — the servants of the devil of greed. Is it not so?”


    “It’s so!” came a dull answer.


    Back of the crowd the mother noticed the spy and two gendarmes. She hastened to give away the last bundles; but when her hand let itself down into the valise it met another strange hand.


    “Take it, take it all!” she said, bending down.


    A dirty face raised itself to hers, and a low whisper reached her:


    “Whom shall I tell? Whom inform?”


    She did not answer.


    “In order to change this life, in order to free all the people, to raise them from the dead, as I have been raised, some persons have already come who secretly saw the truth in life; secretly, because, you know, no one can say the truth aloud. They hunt you down, they stifle you; they make you rot in prison, they mutilate you. Wealth is a force, not a friend to truth. Thus far truth is the sworn enemy to the power of the rich, an irreconcilable enemy forever! Our children are carrying the truth into the world. Bright people, clean people are carrying it to you. Thus far there are few of them; they are not powerful; but they grow in number every day. They put their young hearts into free truth, they are making it an invincible power. Along the route of their hearts it will enter into our hard life; it will warm us, enliven us, emancipate us from the oppression of the rich and from all who have sold their souls. Believe this.”


    “Out of the way here!” shouted the gendarmes, pushing the people. They gave way to the jostling unwillingly, pressed the gendarmes with their mass, hindered them perhaps without desiring to do so. The gray-haired woman with the large, honest eyes in her kind face attracted them powerfully; and those whom life held asunder, whom it tore from one another, now blended into a whole, warmed by the fire of the fearless words which, perhaps, they had long been seeking and thirsting for in their hearts — their hearts insulted and revolted by the injustice of their severe life. Those who were near stood in silence. The mother saw their gloomy faces, their frowning brows, their eyes, and felt their warm breath on her face.


    “Get up on the bench,” they said.


    “I’ll be arrested immediately. It’s not necessary.”


    “Speak quicker! They’re coming!”


    “Go to meet the honest people. Seek those who advise all the poor disinherited. Don’t be reconciled, comrades, don’t! Don’t yield to the power of the powerful. Arise, you working people! you are the masters of life! All live by your labor; and only for your labor do they untie your hands. Behold! you are bound, and they have killed, robbed your soul. Unite with your heart and your mind into one power. It will overcome everything. You have no friends except yourselves. That’s what their only friends say to the working people, their friends who go to them and perish on the road to prison. Not so would dishonest people speak, not so deceivers.”


    “Out of the way! Disperse!” the shouts of the gendarmes came nearer and nearer. There were more of them already; they pushed more forcibly; and the people in front of the mother swayed, catching hold of one another.


    “Is that all you have in the valise?” whispered somebody.


    “Take it! Take all!” said the mother aloud, feeling that the words disposed themselves into a song in her breast, and noticing with pain that her voice did not hold out, that it was hoarse, trembled, and broke.


    “The word of my son is the honest word of a workingman, of an unsold soul. You will recognize its incorruptibility by its boldness. It is fearless, and if necessary it goes even against itself to meet the truth. It goes to you, working people, incorruptible, wise, fearless. Receive it with an open heart, feed on it; it will give you the power to understand everything, to fight against everything for the truth, for the freedom of mankind. Receive it, believe it, go with it toward the happiness of all the people, to a new life with great joy!”


    She received a blow on the chest; she staggered and fell on the bench. The gendarmes’ hands darted over the heads of the people, and seizing collars and shoulders, threw them aside, tore off hats, flung them far away. Everything grew dark and began to whirl before the eyes of the mother. But overcoming her fatigue, she again shouted with the remnants of her power:


    “People, gather up your forces into one single force!”


    A large gendarme caught her collar with his red hand and shook her.


    “Keep quiet!”


    The nape of her neck struck the wall; her heart was enveloped for a second in the stifling smoke of terror; but it blazed forth again clearly, dispelling the smoke.


    “Go!” said the gendarme.


    “Fear nothing! There are no tortures worse than those which you endure all your lives!”


    “Silence, I say!” The gendarme took her by the arm and pulled her; another seized her by the other arm, and taking long steps, they led her away.


    “There are no tortures more bitter than those which quietly gnaw at your heart every day, waste your breast, and drain your power.”


    The spy came running up, and shaking his fist in her face, shouted:


    “Silence, you old hag!”


    Her eyes widened, sparkled; her jaws quivered. Planting her feet firmly on the slippery stones of the floor, she shouted, gathering the last remnants of her strength:


    “The resuscitated soul they will not kill.”


    “Dog!”


    The spy struck her face with a short swing of his hand.


    Something black and red blinded her eyes for a second. The salty taste of blood filled her mouth.


    A clear outburst of shouts animated her:


    “Don’t dare to beat her!”


    “Boys!”


    “What is it?”


    “Oh, you scoundrel!”


    “Give it to him!”


    “They will not drown reason in blood; they will not extinguish its truth!”


    She was pushed in the neck and the back, beaten about the shoulders, on the head. Everything began to turn around, grow giddy in a dark whirlwind of shouts, howls, whistles. Something thick and deafening crept into her ear, beat in her throat, choked her. The floor under her feet began to shake, giving way. Her legs bent, her body trembled, burned with pain, grew heavy, and staggered powerless. But her eyes were not extinguished, and they saw many other eyes which flashed and gleamed with the bold sharp fire known to her, with the fire dear to her heart.


    She was pushed somewhere into a door.


    She snatched her hand away from the gendarmes and caught hold of the doorpost.


    “You will not drown the truth in seas of blood — —”


    They struck her hand.


    “You heap up only malice on yourself, you unwise ones! It will fall on you — —”


    Somebody seized her neck and began to choke her. There was a rattle in her throat.


    “You poor, sorry creatures — —”
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    The Spy was first published in Russian in 1907 and translated into English the following year by Thomas Seltzer. It has subsequently been translated as The Life of a Useless Man, and is better known by that latter title today. The novel centres on Evsei Klimkov, whom at the beginning of the book is orphaned before becoming an apprentice at a bookshop owned by an underhand man, who sells prohibited books to radicals and then informs on them to the police. The bookseller is murdered and Evsei quickly finds himself in a position where he is terrorised into becoming a police informer or spy. The narrative follows the young man, who comforts himself with the idea that despite admiring the revolutionaries, he is just following orders by informing on them. He betrays those closest to him and continues to lead a double-life as an increasingly disillusioned spy, before reaching a predictably despairing and miserable end.


    Klimkov is an interminably weak character, who is happy enough to let life happen to him; he is mostly passive and completely without any real convictions. He does not choose his life as a spy, but has it ‘thrust upon him’, as he finds himself unwilling and incapable of making any decisions that would allow him to break free and lead a meaningful existence.


    The novel was viewed suspiciously by some Marxists, who objected to Gorky trying to explain the behaviour of the Okhrana, even though he hardly presents the force as sympathetic. The Spy is a political work and not one remotely interested in attempting to justify or absolve the behaviour of establishment actors or those who participate in the pervasive and often brutal oppression of people that could possibly be seen as a threat to the Tsarist autocratic system.
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    CHAPTER I


    
      
    


    WHEN Yevsey Klimkov was four years old, his father was shot dead by the forester; and when he was seven years old, his mother died. She died suddenly in the field at harvest time. And so strange was this that Yevsey was not even frightened by the sight of her dead body.


    Uncle Piotr, a blacksmith, put his hand on the boy’s head, and said:


    “What are we going to do now?”


    Yevsey took a sidelong glance at the corner where his mother lay upon a bench, and answered in a low voice:


    “I don’t know.” —


    The blacksmith wiped the sweat from his face with his shirtsleeve, and after a long silence gently shoved his nephew aside.


    “You’re going to live with me,” he said. “We’ll send you to school, I suppose, so that you won’t be in our way. Ah, you old man!”


    From that day the boy was called Old Man.


    The nickname suited him very well. He was too small for his age, his movements were sluggish, and his voice thin. A little bird-like nose stuck out sadly from a bony face, his round colorless eyes blinked timorously, his hair was sparse and grew in tufts. The impression he made was of a puny, shriveled-up little old fellow. The children in school laughed at him and beat him, his dull oldish look and his owl-like face somehow irritating the healthier and livelier among them. He held himself aloof, and lived alone, silently, always in the shade, or in some corner or hole. Without winking his round eyes he looked forth upon the people from his retirement, cautiously contracted like a snail in its shell. When his eyes grew tired, he closed them, and for a long time sat sightless, gently swaying his thin body.


    Yevsey endeavored to escape observation even in his uncle’s home; but here it was difficult. He had to dine and sup in the company of the whole family, and when he sat at the table, Yakov, the uncle’s youngest son, a lusty, red-faced youngster, tried every trick to tease him or make him laugh. He made faces, stuck out his tongue, kicked Yevsey’s legs under the table, and pinched him. He never succeeded, however, in making the Old Man laugh, though he did succeed in producing quite the opposite result, for often Yevsey would start with pain, his yellow face would turn grey, his eyes open wide, and his spoon tremble in his hand.


    “What is it?” his uncle Piotr sometimes asked. “It’s Yashka,” the boy explained in an even voice, in which there was no note of complaint.


    If Uncle Piotr gave Yashka a box on the ear, or pulled his hair, Aunt Agafya puckered up her lips and muttered angrily:


    “Ugh, you telltale!”


    And then Yashka found him somewhere, and pummeled him long and assiduously upon back, sides, and stomach. Yevsey endured the drubbing as something inevitable. It would not have been profitable to complain of Yashka, because if Uncle Piotr beat his son, Aunt Agafya repaid the punishment with interest upon her nephew, and her blows were more painful than Yashka’s. So when Yevsey saw that Yashka wanted to attack him, he merely ran away, though he was always overtaken. Then the Old Man dropped to the ground, and pressed his body to the soil with all his might, pulling up his knees to his stomach, covering his face and his head with his hands, and silently yielding his sides and back to his cousin’s fists. The more patiently he bore the buffeting, the angrier grew Yashka. Sometimes Yashka even cried and shouted, while he kicked his cousin’s body:


    “You nasty louse, you, scream!”


    Once Yevsey found a horseshoe and gave it to the little pugilist, because he knew Yashka would take it from him at any rate. Mollified by the present, Yashka asked:


    “Did I hurt you very much when I beat you the last time?”


    “Very much,” answered Yevsey.


    Yashka thought a while, scratched his head, and said in embarrassment:


    “It’s nothing. It will pass away.”


    He left Yevsey, but somehow his words settled deep in the Old Man’s heart, and he repeated hopefully in an undertone:


    “It will pass away.”


    Once Yevsey saw some women pilgrims rubbing their tired feet with nettles. He followed their example, and applied the nettles to his bruised sides. It seemed to him his pain was greatly assuaged. From that time he religiously rubbed his wounds with the down of the noxious and despised weed.


    He was poor at his lessons, because he came to school full of dread of beatings, and he left school swelling with a sense of insult. His apparent apprehension of being wronged evoked in others the unconquerable desire to ply the Old Man with blows.


    It turned out that Yevsey had a counter-tenor, and the teacher took him to the church choir. After this he had to be at home less, but to compensate he met his schoolmates more frequently, at the rehearsals, and they all fought no less than Yashka.


    The old frame church pleased Yevsey. He was always strongly drawn to peep into the snug warm quiet of its many dark comers, expecting to find in one of them something uncommon and good, which would embrace him, press him tenderly to itself, and speak to him the way his mother used to. All the sacred images, black with many years of soot, with their good yet stern expression, recalled the dark-bearded face of Uncle Piotr.


    At the church entrance was a picture, which depicted a saint who had caught the devil and was beating him; the saint, a tall, dark, sinewy fellow with long hands, the devil, a reddish, lean wizened creature of stunted growth resembling a little goat. At first Yevsey did not look at the devil; he had a desire to spit at him surreptitiously; but then he began to pity the unfortunate little fiend, and when nobody was around he tenderly stroked the goatlike little chin disfigured by dread and pain. Thus, for the first time a sense of pity sprang up in the boy’s heart.


    Yevsey liked the church for another reason: here all the people, even the notorious ruffians, dropped their boisterousness, and conducted themselves quietly and submissively. For loud talk frightened Yevsey. He ran away from excited faces and shouts, and hid himself, owing to the fact that once on a market-day he had seen a brawl between a number of muzhiks, which began by their talking to one another in very loud voices. Then they shouted and pushed; next someone seized a pole, waved it about, and struck another man. A terrible howl ensued, many started to run. They knocked the Old Man off his feet, and he fell face downward in a puddle. When he jumped up he saw a huge muzhik coming toward him waving his hands, with a quivering, gory blotch instead of a face. This was so terrible that Yevsey yelled, and suddenly felt as if he were being precipitated into a black pit. He had to be sprinkled with water to bring him to his senses.


    Yevsey was also afraid of drunken men. His mother had told him that a demon takes up his abode in the body of a drunkard. The Old Man imagined this demon prickly as a hedgehog and moist as a frog, with a reddish body and green eyes, who settles in a man’s stomach, stirs about there, and turns the man into an evil fiend.


    There were many other good things about the church. Besides the quiet and tender twilight, Yevsey liked the singing. When he sang without notes, he closed his eyes firmly, and letting his clear plaintive soprano blend with the general chorus in order it should not be heard above the others, he hid himself deliciously somewhere, as if overcome by a sweet sleep. In this drowsy state it seemed to him he was drifting away from life, approaching another gentle, peaceful existence.


    A thought took shape in his mind, which he once expressed to his uncle in these words:


    “Can a person live so that he can go everywhere and see everything, but be seen by nobody?”


    “Invisibly?” asked the blacksmith, and thought a while. “I should suppose it would be impossible.” He turned his black face to his nephew, and added seriously, “Yes, of course, it would be very nice if you could do it, Orphan.”


    From the moment that all the villagers began to call Yevsey “Old Man,” Uncle Piotr used “Orphan” instead. A peculiar man in every respect the blacksmith was not terrible even when drunk. He would merely remove his hat from his head and walk about the street waving it, singing in a high doleful voice, smiling, and shaking his head. The tears would run down his face even more copiously than when he was sober.


    His uncle seemed to Yevsey the very wisest and best muzhik in the whole village. He could talk with him about everything. Though he often smiled he scarcely ever laughed; he spoke without haste, in a quiet, serious tone. Either failing to notice his nephew, or forgetting about him — which especially pleased Yevsey — he would talk to himself in his shop, keeping up a constant dispute with some invisible opponent and forever admonishing him.


    “Confound you,” he would mumble, but without anger. “Greedy maw! Don’t I work? There, I have scorched my eyes. I’ll soon get blind. What else do you want? A curse on this life! Hard luck! No beauty — no joy.”


    His interjections sounded as if he were composing psalms; and Yevsey had the impression that his uncle was actually facing the man he was addressing.


    Once Yevsey asked:


    “Whom are you talking to?”


    “Whom am I talking to?” repeated the blacksmith without looking at the boy. Then he smiled and answered. “I’m talking to my stupidity.” But it was a rare thing for Yevsey to be able to speak with his guardian, for he was seldom alone. Yashka, round as a top, often spun about the place, drowning the blows of the hammer and the crackling of the coals in the furnace with his piercing shouts. In his presence Yevsey did not dare even to look at his uncle.


    The smith stood at the edge of the shallow ravine, at the bottom of which among the osier bushes, Yevsey passed all his leisure time in spring, summer, and autumn. Here it was as peaceful as in the church. The birds warbled, the bees and drones hummed, and a fine quiet song quivered in the air. The boy sat there swaying his body and brooding with tightly shut eyes. Or he roamed amid the bushes, listening to the noise in the blacksmith shop. When he perceived his uncle was alone, he crept out and went up to him.


    “What, you, Orphan?” was the blacksmith’s greeting, as he scrutinized the boy with his little eyes wet with tears.


    Once Yevsey asked:


    “Is the evil power in the church at night?” The smith thought a while, and answered:


    “Why shouldn’t it be? It gets everywhere. That’s easy for it.”


    The boy raised his shoulders, and with his round eyes searchingly examined the dark comers of the shop.


    “Don’t be afraid of the devils,” the uncle advised.


    Yevsey sighed, and answered quietly:


    “I’m not afraid.”


    “They won’t hurt you,” the blacksmith explained with assurance, wiping his eyes with his black fingers. Then Yevsey asked:


    “And how about God?”


    “What about Him?”


    “Why does God let devils get into the church?”


    “What’s that to him? God isn’t the keeper of the church.”


    “Doesn’t he live there?”


    “Who? God? Why should He? His place, Orphan, is everywhere. The churches are for the people.”


    “And the people, what are they for?”


    “The people — it seems they are — in general — for everything. You can’t get along without people.”


    “Are they for God?”


    The blacksmith looked askance at his nephew, and answered after a pause:


    “Of course.” Wiping his hands on his apron and staring at the fire in the furnace, he added, “I don’t know about this business, Orphan. Why don’t you ask the teacher or the priest?”


    Yevsey wiped his nose on his shirtsleeve.


    “I’m afraid of them.”


    “It would be better for you not to talk of such things,” the uncle advised gravely. “You are a little boy. You should play out in the open air, and store up health. If you want to live you must be a healthy man. If you are not strong, you can’t work. Then you can’t live at all. That’s all we know, and what God needs is unknown to us.” He grew silent, and meditated without removing his eyes from the fire. After a time he continued in a serious tone, speaking choppily: “On the one hand I know nothing, on the other hand I don’t understand. They say all wisdom comes from Him. Yet it’s evident that the thicker one’s candle before God the more wolfish the heart.” He looked around the shop, and his eyes fell on the boy in the corner. “Why are you squeezing yourself into that crack? I told you to go out and play.” As Yevsey crept out timidly, the smith added, “A spark will fall into your eye, and then you’ll be oneeyed. Who wants a one-eyed fellow?”


    His mother had told Yevsey several stories on winter nights when the snowstorm knocking against the walls of the hut ran along the roof, touched everything as if groping for something in anguish, crept down the chimney, and whined there mournfully in different keys. The mother recited the tales quietly, drowsily. Her speech sometimes grew confused; often she repeated the same words several times. It seemed to the boy she saw everything about which she spoke, but obscurely, as in the dark.


    The neighbors reminded Yevsey of his mother’s tales. The blacksmith, too, it seemed, saw in the furnace-fire both devils and God, and all the terrors of human life. That was why he continually wept. While Yevsey listened to his talk, which set his heart aquiver with a dreadful tremor of expectation, the hope insensibly formulated itself that some day he would see something remarkable, not resembling the life in the village, the drunken muzhiks, the cantankerous women, the boisterous children — something quite different, without noise and confusion, without malice and quarreling, something lovable and serious, like the church service.


    One of the neighbors was a blind girl, with whom Yevsey became intimate. He took her to walk in the village; carefully helped her down the ravine, and spoke to her in a low voice, opening wide his watery eyes in fear. This friendship did not escape the notice of the villagers, all of whom it pleased. But once the mother of the blind girl came to Uncle Piotr with a complaint. She declared Yevsey had frightened Tanya with his talk, and now she could not leave her daughter alone, because the girl cried and slept poorly, had disturbed dreams, and started out of her sleep screaming. What Yevsey had said to her it was impossible to make out. She kept babbling about devils, about the sky being black and having holes in it, about fires visible through the holes, and about devils who made sport in there, and teased people. What does it mean? How can anyone tell a little girl such stuff?


    “Come here,” said Uncle Piotr to his nephew. When Yevsey quietly left his corner, the smith put his rough heavy hand on his head and asked: “Did you tell her all that?”


    “I did.”


    “Why?”


    “I don’t know.”


    The blacksmith, without removing his hand, shoved back the boy’s head, and looking into his eyes asked gravely:


    “Why, is the sky black?”


    “What else is it if she can’t see?” Yevsey muttered.


    “Who?”


    “Tanya.”


    “Yes,” said the blacksmith. After a moment’s reflection he asked, “And how about the fire being black? Why did you invent that?”


    The boy dropped his eyes and was silent.


    “Well, speak. Nobody is beating you. Why did you tell her all that nonsense, eh?”


    “I was sorry for her,” whispered Yevsey.


    The blacksmith pushed him aside lightly.


    “You shan’t talk to her any more, do you hear? Never! Don’t worry, Aunt Praskovya, we’ll put an end to this friendship.”


    “You ought to give him a whipping,” said the mother. “My little girl lived quietly, she wasn’t a bit of a bother to anybody, and now someone has to be with her all the time.”


    After Praskovya had left, the smith without saying anything led Yevsey by the hand into the yard.


    “Now talk sensibly. Why did you frighten the little girl?”


    The uncle’s voice was not loud, but it was stern. Yevsey became frightened, and quickly began to justify himself, stuttering over his words.


    “I didn’t frighten her — I did it just — just — she kept complaining — she said I see only black, but for you everything — so I began to tell her everything is black to keep her from being envious. I didn’t mean to frighten her at all.”


    Yevsey broke into sobs, feeling himself wronged. Uncle Piotr smiled.


    “You fool! You should have remembered that she’s been blind only three years. She wasn’t born blind. She lost her sight after she had the smallpox. So she recollects what things are really bright. Oh, what a stupid fellow!”


    “I’m not stupid. She believed me,” Yevsey retorted, wiping his eyes.


    “Well, all right. Only don’t go with her any more. Do you hear?”


    I won t.


    “As to your crying; it’s nothing. Let them think I gave you a beating.” The blacksmith tapped Yevsey on the shoulder, and continued with a smile, “You and I, we’re cheats, both of us.” The little fellow buried his head in his uncle’s side, and asked tremulously:


    “Why is everybody down on me?”


    “I don’t know, Orphan,” answered the uncle after a moment’s reflection.


    The wrongs to which he was subjected now began to yield the boy a sort of bitter satisfaction. A dim conviction settled upon him that he was not like everybody else, and this was why all were down on him. He observed that all the people were malicious and worn out with ill-will. They lived, each deceiving his neighbor, abusing one another, and drinking. Everyone sought for mastery over his fellow, though over himself he was not master. Yevsey saw no man who was not in constant fear of something. The whole of life was filled with terror, and terror divided the people into fragments.


    The village stood upon a low hill. On the other side of the river stretched a marsh. In the summer after a hot day it exhaled a stifling lilac-colored mist, which breathed a putrid breath upon the village, and sent upon the people a swarm of mosquitoes. The people, angry and pitiful, scratched themselves until blood came. From behind the thin woods in the distance climbed a lowering reddish moon. Huge and round it looked through the haze like a dull sinister eye. Yevsey thought it was threatening him with all kinds of misery and dread. He feared its dirty reddish face. When he saw it over the marsh, he hid himself, and in his sleep he was tormented by heavy dreams. At night bluish, trembling lights strayed over the marsh, said to be the homeless spirits of sinners. The villagers sighed over them sorrowfully, pitying them. But for one another they had no pity.


    It was possible for them, however, to have lived differently, in friendship and joy. An incident Yevsey once witnessed proved this to him.


    One night the granary of the rich muzhik Veretennikov caught fire. The little boy ran into the garden, and climbed up a willow tree to look at the conflagration.


    It seemed to him that the many-winged, supple body of a horrible smoke-begrimed bird with a fiery jaw was circling in the sky. It inclined its red blazing head to the ground, greedily tore the straw with its sharp fiery teeth, gnawed at the wood, and licked it with its hundred yellow tongues. Its smoky body playfully coiled in the black sky, fell upon the village, crept along the roofs of the houses, and again raised itself aloft majestically and lightly, without removing its flaming red head from the ground. It snorted, scattering sheaves of sparks, whistling with joy in its evil work, singing, pulling, and spreading its raging jaw wider and wider, embracing the wood more and more greedily with its red ribbons of flame. —


    In the presence of the fire the people turned small and black. They sprinkled water into its jaws, thrust long poles at it, and tore flaming sheave’s from between its teeth. Then they trampled the sheaves. The people, too, coughed, sniffed, and sneezed, gasping for breath in the greasy smoke. They shouted and roared, their voices blending with the crackling and roaring of the fire. They approached nearer and hearer to the great bird, surrounding its red head with a black living ring, as if tightening a noose about its body. Here and there the noose broke, but they tied it again, and crowded about more firmly. The noose strangled the fire, which lay there savagely. It jumped up, and its body swelled, writhing like a snake, striving to free its head; but the people held it fast to the ground. Finally, enfeebled, exhausted, and sullen it fell upon the neighboring granaries, crept along the gardens, and dwindled away, shattered and faint.


    “All together!” shouted the villagers, encouraging one another.


    “Water!” rang out the women’s voices.


    The women formed a chain from the fire to the river, strangers and kinsmen, friends and enemies all in a row. And the buckets of water were rapidly passed from hand to hand.


    “Quick, women! Quick, good women!”


    It was pleasant and cheerful to look upon this good, friendly life in conflict with the fire. The people emboldened one another. They spoke words of praise for displays of dexterity and disputed in kindly jest. The shouts were free from malice. In the presence of the fire everybody seemed to see his neighbor as good, and each grew pleasant to the other. When at last the fire was vanquished, the villagers grew even jolly. They sang songs, laughed, boasted of the work, and joked. The older people got whiskey to drink away their exhaustion, while the young folk remained in the streets amusing themselves almost until morning. And everything was as good as in a dream.


    Yevsey heard not a single malicious shout, nor noticed a single angry face. During the entire time the fire was burning no one wept from pain or abuse, no one roared with the beastly roar of savage malice, ready for murder.


    The next day Yevsey said to his uncle:


    “How nice it was last night!”


    “Yes, Orphan, it was nice. A little more, and the fire would have burned away half the village.”


    “I mean about the people,” explained the boy. “How they joined together in a friendly way. If they would live like that all the time, if there were a fire all the time!”


    The blacksmith reflected for an instant, then asked in surprise:


    “You mean there should be fires all the time?” He looked at Yevsey sternly, and shook his finger. “You wiseacre, you, look out! Don’t think such sinful thoughts. Just see him! He finds pleasure in fires!”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER II


    
      
    


    WHEN Yevsey completed the school course, the blacksmith said to him:


    “What shall we do with you now? There’s nothing for you here. You must go to the city. I have to get bellows there, and I’ll take you along, Orphan.”


    “Will you yourself take me?”


    “Yes. Are you sorry to leave the village?”


    “No, but I am sorry on account of you.”


    The blacksmith put a piece of iron in the furnace and adjusting the coals with the tongs, said thoughtfully:


    “There’s no reason to be sorry on account of me. I am grown up. I am the muzhik I ought to be, like every other muzhik.”


    “You’re better than everybody else,” Yevsey said in a low voice.


    It seemed that Uncle Piotr did not hear the last remark, for he did not answer, but removed the glowing iron from the fire, screwed up his eyes, and began to hammer, scattering the red sparks all about him. Then he suddenly stopped, slowly dropped the hand in which he held the hammer, and said smiling:


    “I ought to give you some advice — how to live and all such things.”


    Yevsey waited to hear the advice. The blacksmith, however, apparently forgetful of his nephew, put the iron back into the fire, wiped the tears from his cheeks, and looked into the furnace. A muzhik entered, bringing a cracked tire. Yevsey went out to go to the ravine, where he crouched in the bushes until sunset, waiting for his uncle to be alone; which did not happen.


    The day of his departure from the village was effaced from the boy’s memory. He recalled only that when he rode out into the fields, it was dark and the air strangely oppressive. The wagon jolted horribly, and on both sides rose black motionless trees. The further they advanced the wider the space became and the brighter the atmosphere. The uncle was sullen the whole way, and reluctantly gave brief and unintelligible answers to Yevsey’s questions.


    They rode an entire day, stopping over night in a little village. Yevsey heard the fine and protracted playing of an accordion, a woman weeping, and occasionally an angry voice crying out: “Shut up!” and swearing abusively.


    The travelers continued on their way the same night. Two dogs accompanied them, running around the wagon and whining. As they left the village a bittern boomed sullenly and plaintively in the forest to the left of the road.


    “God grant good luck!” mumbled the blacksmith.


    Yevsey fell asleep, and awoke when his uncle lightly tapped him on his legs with the butt end of the whip.


    “Look, Orphan.”


    To the sleepy eyes of the boy the city appeared like a huge field of buckwheat. Thick and varicolored, it stretched endlessly, with the golden church steeples standing out like yellow pimpinellas, and the dark bands of the streets looking like fences between the patches.


    “Oh, how large!” said Yevsey. After another look, he asked his uncle cautiously, “Will you come to see me?”


    “Certainly, whenever I come to the city. You will begin to make money, and I will ask you to give me some. ‘Orphan,’ I’ll say, ‘give your uncle about three rubles.’”


    “I’ll give you all my money.”


    “You mustn’t give me all. You should give only as much as you won’t be sorry to part with. To give less is shameful; to give more is unfair.” The city grew quickly and became more and more varied in coloring. It glittered green, red, and golden, reflecting the rays of the sun from the glass of the countless windows and from the gold of the church steeples. It seemed to make promises, kindling in the heart a confused curiosity, a dim expectation of something unusual. Kneeling in the wagon with his hand on his uncle’s shoulder, Yevsey looked before him while the smith said:


    “You live this way — do whatever is assigned to you, hold yourself aloof, beware of the bold men. One bold man out of ten succeeds, and nine go to pieces.”


    He spoke with indecision, as if he himself doubted whether he was saying what he ought to say, and he searched his thoughts for something else more important. Yevsey listened attentively and gravely, expecting to hear a special warning against the terrors and dangers of the new life. But the blacksmith drew a deep breath, and after a pause continued more firmly and with more assurance, “Once they came near giving me a lashing with switches in the district court. I was betrothed then. I had to get married. Nevertheless they wanted to whip me. It’s all the same to them. They don’t care about other people’s affairs. I lodged a complaint with the governor, and for three and a half months they kept me in prison, not to speak of the blows. I got the worst beatings. I even spat blood. It’s from that time that tears are always in my eyes. One policeman, a short reddish fellow, always went for my head.”


    “Uncle,” said Yevsey quietly, “don’t speak of it.”


    “What else shall I speak to you about?” cried Uncle Piotr with a smile. “There is nothing else.”


    Yevsey’s head drooped sadly.


    One detached house after another seemed to step toward them, dirty and wrapped in heavy odors, with chimneys sticking from their red and green roofs, like warts. Bluish-grey smoke rose from them lazily. Some chimneys, monstrously tall and dirty, jutted straight up from the ground, and emitted thick black clouds of smoke. The ground was compactly trodden, and seemed to be steeped in black grease. Everywhere heavy alarming sounds penetrated the smoky atmosphere. Something growled, hummed and whistled; iron clanged angrily, and some huge creature breathed hoarsely and brokenly.


    “When will we get to the place?” asked Yevsey.


    Looking carefully in front of him the uncle said: “This isn’t the city yet. These are factories in the suburb.”


    Finally they pulled into a broad street lined with old squat frame houses painted various colors, which had a peaceful, homelike appearance. Especially fine were the clean cheerful houses with gardens, which seemed to be tied about with green aprons.


    “We’ll soon be there,” said the blacksmith, turning the horse into a narrow side street. “Don’t be afraid, Orphan.”


    He drew up at the open gate of a large house, jumped down, and walked into the yard. The house was old and bent. The joists protruded from under the small dim windows. In the large dirty yard there were a number of carriages, and four muzhiks talking loudly stood about a white horse tapping it with their hands. One of them, a round, bald-headed fellow with a large yellow beard and a rosy face, waved his hands wildly on seeing Piotr, and cried:


    “Oh!”


    They went to a narrow, dark room, where they sat down and drank tea. Uncle Piotr spoke about the village. The bald fellow laughed and shouted so that the dishes rattled on the table. It was close in the room and smelled of hot bread. Yevsey wanted to sleep, and he kept looking into the corner where behind dirty curtains he could see a wide bed with several pillows. Large black flies buzzed about, knocking against his forehead, crawling over his face, and tickling his perspiring skin; but he restrained himself from driving them away.


    “We’ll find a place for you!” the bald man shouted to him, nodding his head gaily. “In a minute! Natalya, did you call for Matveyevich?”


    A full woman with dark lashes, a small mouth, and a high bust, answered calmly and clearly:


    “How many times have you asked me already?” She held her head straight and proudly, and when she moved her hands the rose-colored chintz of her new jacket rustled sumptuously. Her whole being recalled some good dream or fairy tale.


    “Piotr, my friend, look at Natalya. What a Natalya! Droppings from the honey-comb!” shouted the bald man deafeningly.


    Uncle Piotr laughed quietly, as if fearing to look at the woman, who pushed a hot rye cake filled with curds toward Yevsey, and said:


    “Eat, eat a lot. In the city people must eat a good deal.”


    A jar of preserves stood on the table, honey in a saucer, toasted cracknels sprinkled with anise-seed, sausage, cucumber, and vodka. All this filled the air with a strong odor. Yevsey grew faint from the oppressive sensation of over-abundance, though he did not dare to decline, and submissively chewed everything set before him.


    “Eat!” cried the bald man, then continued his talk with Uncle Piotr. “I tell you, it’s luck. It’s only a week since the horse crushed the little boy. He went to the tavern for boiling water, when suddenly—”


    Another man now made his entrance unnoticed by the others. He, too, was bald, but small and thin, with dark eyeglasses on a large nose, and a long tuft of grey hair on his chin.


    “What is it, people?” he asked in a low, indistinct voice.


    The master jumped up from his chair, uttered a cry, and laughed aloud. Yevsey was suddenly seized with alarm.


    The man addressed Piotr and his hosts as “People,” by which he separated himself from them. He sat down at some distance from the table, then moved to one side away from the blacksmith, and looked around moving his thin dry neck slowly. On his head, a little above his forehead, over his right eye, was a large bump. His little pointed ears clung closely to his skull, as if to hide themselves in the short fringe of his grey hair. He produced the impression of a quiet, grey, seedy, person. Yevsey unsuccessfully tried to get a surreptitious peep at his eyes under the glasses. His failure disquieted him.


    The host cried:


    “Do you understand, Orphan?”


    “This is a trump,” remarked the man with the bump. He sat supporting his thin dark hands on his sharp knees, and spoke little. Occasionally Yevsey heard the men utter some peculiar words. At last the newcomer said:


    “And so it is settled.”


    Uncle Piotr moved heavily in his chair.


    “Now, Orphan, you have a place. This is your master.” He turned to the master. “I want to tell you, sir, that the boy can read and write, and is not at all a stupid fellow. I am not saying this because I can’t find a place for him, but because it is the truth. The boy is even very curious—”


    “I have no need for curiosity,” said the master shaking his head.


    “He’s a quiet sort. They call him Old Man in the village — that’s the kind he is.”


    “We shall see,” said the man with the bump on his forehead. He adjusted his glasses, scrutinized Yevsey’s face closely, and added, “My name is Matvey Matveyevich.”


    Turning away, he took up a glass of tea, which he drank noiselessly. Then he rose and with a silent nod walked out.


    Yevsey and his uncle now went to the yard, where they seated themselves in the shade near the stable. The blacksmith spoke to Yevsey cautiously, as if groping with his words for something unintelligible to him.


    “You’ll surely have it good with him. He’s a quiet little old man. He has run his course and left all sorts of sins behind him. Now he lives in order to eat a little bite, and he grumbles and purrs like a satiated Tom-cat.”


    “But isn’t he a sorcerer?” asked the boy.


    “Why? I should think there are no sorcerers in the cities.” After reflecting a few moments, the blacksmith went on. “Anyway it’s all the same to you. A sorcerer is a man, too. But remember this, a city is a dangerous place. This is how it spoils people: the wife of a man goes away on a pilgrimage, and he immediately puts in her place some housemaid or other, and indulges himself.


    But the old man can’t show you such an example. That’s why I say you’ll have it good with him. You will live with him as behind a bush, sitting and looking.”


    “And when he dies?” Yevsey inquired warily.


    “That probably won’t be soon. Smear your head with oil to keep your hair from sticking out.”


    About noon the uncle made Yevsey bid farewell to their hosts, and taking him firmly by the hand led him to the city. They walked for a long time. It was sultry. Often they asked the passersby how to get to the Circle. Yevsey regarded everything with his owl-like eyes, pressing close up to his uncle. The doors of shops slammed, pulleys squeaked, carriages rattled, wagons rumbled heavily, traders shouted, and feet scraped and tramped. All these sounds jumbled together were tangled up in the stifling dusty atmosphere. The people walked quickly, and hurried across the streets under the horses’ noses as if afraid of being too late for something. The bustle tired the boy’s eyes. Now and then he closed them, whereupon he would stumble and say to his uncle:


    “Come, faster!”


    Yevsey wanted to get to some place in a corner where it was not so stirring, not so noisy and hot. Finally they reached a little open place hemmed in by a narrow circle of old houses, which seemed to support one another solidly and firmly. In the center of the Circle was a fountain about which moist shadows hovered on the soil. It was more tranquil here, and the noise was subdued.


    “Look,” said Yevsey, “ there are only houses and no ground around them at all.”


    The blacksmith answered with a sigh:


    “It’s pretty crowded. Read the signs. Where is Raspopov’s shop?”


    They walked to the center of the Circle, and stopped at the fountain. There were many signs, which covered every house like the motley patchs of a beggar’s coat. When Yevsey saw the name his uncle had mentioned, a chill shiver ran through his body, and he examined it carefully without saying anything. It was small and eaten by rust, and was placed on the door of a dark basement. On either side the door there was an area between the pavement and the house, which was fenced in by a low iron railing. The house, a dirty yellow with peeling plaster, was narrow with four stories and three windows to each floor. It looked blind as a mole, crafty, and uncozy.


    “Well,” asked the smith, “can’t you see the sign?”


    “There it is,” said the boy, indicating the place with a nod of his head.


    “Let’s cross ourselves and go.”


    They descended to the door at the bottom of five stone steps. The blacksmith raised his cap from his head, and looked cautiously into the shop. “Come in,” said a clear voice.


    The master, wearing a black silk cap without a visor, was sitting at a table by the window drinking tea.


    “Take a chair, peasant, and have some tea. Boy, fetch a glass from the shelf.”


    The master pointed to the other end of the shop. Yevsey looked in the same direction, but saw no boy there. The master turned toward him.


    “Well, what’s the matter? Aren’t you the boy?”


    “He’s not used to it yet,” said Uncle Piotr quietly.


    The old man again waved his hand.


    “The second shelf on the right. A master must be understood when he says only half. That’s the rule.”


    The blacksmith sighed. Yevsey groped for the glass in the dim light, and stumbled over a pile of books on the floor in his haste to hand it to the master.


    “Put it on the table. And the saucer?”


    “Oh, you!” exclaimed Uncle Piotr. “What’s the matter with you? Get the saucer.”


    “It will take a long time to teach him,” said the old man with an imposing look at the blacksmith. “Now, boy, go around the shop, and fix the place where everything stands in your memory.”


    Yevsey felt as if something commanding had entered his body, which impelled him powerfully to move as it pleased. He shrank together, drew his head in his shoulders, and straining his eyes began to look around the shop, all the time listening to the words of his master. It was cool, dusky, and quiet. The noise of the city entered reluctantly, like the muffled swashing of a stream. Narrow and long as a grave the shop was closely lined with shelves holding books in compact rows. Large piles of books cluttered the floor, and barricaded the rear wall, rising almost to the ceiling. Besides the books Yevsey found only a ladder, an umbrella, galoshes, and a white pot whose handle was broken off. There was a great deal of dust, which probably accounted for the heavy odor.


    “I’m a quiet man. I am all alone, and if he suits me, maybe I will make him perfectly happy.”


    “Of course it lies with you,” said Uncle Piotr. “I am fifty-seven years old. I lived an honest and straightforward life, and I will not excuse dishonesty. If I notice any such thing I’ll hand him over to the court. Nowadays they sentence minors, too. They have founded a prison to frighten them called the Junior Colony of Criminals — for little thieves, you know.”


    His colorless, drawling words enveloped Yevsey tightly, evoking a timorous desire to soothe the old man and please him.


    “Now, good-bye. The boy must get at the work.”


    Uncle Piotr rose and sighed.


    “Well, Orphan, so you live here now. Obey your master. He won’t want to do you any harm. Why should he? He is going to buy you city clothes. Now don’t be downcast, will you?”


    “No,” said Yevsey.


    “You ought to say ‘No, sir,’” corrected the master.


    “No, sir,” repeated Yevsey.


    “Well, good-bye,” said the blacksmith putting his hand on the boy’s shoulder, and giving his nephew a little shake he walked out as if suddenly grown alarmed.


    Yevsey shivered, oppressed by a chill sorrow. He went to the door, and fixed his round eyes questioningly on the yellow face of the master. The old man twirling the grey tuft on his chin looked down upon the boy. Yevsey thought he could discern large dim black eyes behind the glasses. As the two stood thus for a few minutes apparently expecting something from each other, the boy’s breast began to beat with a vague terror; but the old man merely took a book from a shelf, and pointed to the cover.


    “What number is this?”


    “1873,” replied Yevsey lowering his head.


    “That’s it.”


    The master touched Yevsey’s chin with his dry finger.


    “Look at me.”


    The boy straightened his neck and quickly mumbled closing his eyes:


    “Little uncle, I shall always obey you. I don’t need beatings.” His eyes grew dim, his heart sank within him.


    “Come here.”


    The old man seated himself resting his hands on his knees. He removed his cap and wiped his bald spot with his handkerchief. His spectacles slid to the end of his nose, and he looked over them at Yevsey. Now he seemed to have two pairs of eyes. The real eyes were small, immobile, and dark grey with red lids. Without the glasses the master’s face looked thinner, more wrinkled, and less stern. In fact it wore an injured and downcast expression, and there was nothing in the least formidable in his eyes. The bump over his forehead got larger.


    “Have you been beaten often?”


    “Yes, sir, often.”


    “Who beat you?”


    “The boys.”


    “Oh!”


    The master drew his glasses close to his eyes and mumbled his lips.


    “The boys are scrappers here, too,” he said. “Don’t have anything to do with them, do you hear?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Be on your guard against them. They are impudent rascals and thieves. I want you to know I am not going to teach you anything bad. Don’t be afraid of me. I am a good man. You ought to get to love me. You will love me. You’ll have it very good with me, you understand?”


    “Yes, sir. I will.”


    The master’s face assumed its former expression. He rose, and taking Yevsey by the hand led him to the further end of the shop.


    “Here’s work for you. You see these books? On every book the date is marked. There are twelve books to each year. Arrange them in order. How are you going to do it?”


    Yevsey thought a while, and answered timidly: “I don’t know.”


    “Well, I am not going to tell you. You can read and you ought to be able to find out by yourself. Go, get to work.”


    The old man’s dry even voice seemed to lash Yevsey, driving away the melancholy feeling of separation from his uncle and replacing it with the anxious desire to begin to work quickly. Restraining his tears the boy rapidly and quietly untied the packages. Each time a book dropped to the floor with a thud he started and looked around. The master was sitting at the table writing with a pen that scratched slightly. As the people hastened past the door, their feet flashed and their shadows jerked across the shop. Tears rolled from Yevsey’s eyes one after the other. In fear lest they be detected he hurriedly wiped them from his face with dusty hands, and full of a vague dread went tensely at his work of assorting the books.


    At first it was difficult for him, but in a few minutes he was already immersed in that familiar state of thoughtlessness and emptiness which took such powerful hold of him when, after beatings and insults, he sat himself down alone in some corner. His eye caught the date and the name of the month, his hand mechanically arranged the books in a row, while he sat on the floor swinging his body regularly. He became more and more deeply plunged in the tranquil state of halfconscious negation of reality. As always at such times the dim hope glowed in him of something different, unlike what he saw around him. Sometimes the all-comprehending, capacious phrase uttered by Yashka dimly glimmered in his memory:


    “It will pass away.”


    The thought pressed his heart warmly and softly with a promise of something unusual. The boy’s hands involuntarily began to move more quickly, and he ceased to notice the lapse of time.


    “You see, you knew how to do it,” said the master.


    Yevsey, who had not heard the old man approach him, started from his reverie. Glancing at his work, he asked:


    “Is it all right?”


    “Absolutely. Do you want tea?”


    “No.”


    “You ought to say, ‘No, thank you.’ Well, keep on with your work.”


    He walked away. Yevsey looking after him saw a man carrying a cane enter the door. He had neither a beard nor mustache, and wore a round hat shoved back on the nape of his neck. He seated himself at the table, at the same time putting upon it some small black and white objects. When Yevsey again started to work, he every once in a while heard abrupt sounds from his master and the newcomer.


    “Castle.”


    “King.”


    “Soon.”


    The confused noise of the street penetrated the shop wearily, with strange words quacking in it, like frogs in a marsh.


    “What are they doing?” thought the boy, and sighed. He experienced a soft sensation, that from all directions something unusual was coming upon him, but not what he timidly awaited. The dust settled, upon his face, tickled his nose and eyes, and set his teeth on edge. He recalled his uncle’s words:


    “You will live with him as behind a bush.”


    It grew dark.


    “King and checkmate!” cried the guest in a thick voice. The master clucking his tongue called out:


    “Boy, close up the shop!”


    The old man lived in two small rooms in the fourth story of the same house. In the first room, which had one window, stood a large chest and a wardrobe.


    “This is where you will sleep.”


    The two windows in the second room gave upon the street, with a view over an endless vista of uneven roofs and rosy sky. In the comer, in front of the ikons, flickered a little light in a blue glass lamp. In another corner stood a bed covered with a red blanket. On the walls hung gaudy portraits of the Czar and various generals. The room was close and smelt like a church, but it was clean.


    Yevsey remained at the door looking at his elderly master, who said:


    “Mark the arrangement of everything here. I want it always to be the same as it is now.” Against the wall stood a broad black sofa, a round table, and about the table chairs also black. This corner had a mournful, sinister aspect.


    A tall, white-faced woman with eyes like a sheep’s entered the room, and asked in a low singing voice:


    “Shall I serve supper?”


    “Bring it in, Rayisa Petrovna.”


    “A new boy?”


    “Yes, new. His name is Yevsey.”


    The woman walked out.


    “Close the door,” ordered the old man. Yevsey obeyed, and he continued in a lower voice. “She is the landlady. I rent the rooms from her with dinner and supper. You understand?”


    “I understand.”


    “But you have one master — me. You understand?”


    “Yes.”


    “That is to say, you must listen only to me. Open the door, and go into the kitchen and wash yourself.”


    The master’s voice echoed drily in the boy’s bosom, causing his alarmed heart to palpitate. The old man, it seemed to Yevsey, was hiding something dangerous behind his words, something of which he himself was afraid.


    While washing in the kitchen he surreptitiously tried to look at the mistress of the apartment. The woman was preparing the supper noiselessly but briskly. As she arranged plates, knives, and bread on an ample tray her large round face seemed kind. Her smoothly combed dark hair; her unwinking eyes with thin lashes, and her broad nose made the boy think, “She looks to be a gentle person.”


    Noticing that she, in her turn, was looking at him, the thin red lips of her small mouth tightly compressed, he grew confused, and spilt some water on the floor.


    “Wipe it,” she said without anger. “There’s a cloth under the chair.”


    When he returned, the old man looked at him and asked:


    “What did she tell you?”


    But Yevsey had no time to answer before the woman brought in the tray.


    “Well, I’ll go,” she said after setting it on the table.


    “Very well,” replied the master.


    She raised her hand to smooth the hair over her temples — her fingers were long — and left.


    The old man and the boy sat down to their supper. The master ate slowly, noisily munching his food and at times sighing wearily. When they began to eat the finely chopped roast meat, he said:


    “You see what good food? I always have only good food.”


    After supper he told Yevsey to carry the dishes into the kitchen, and showed him how to light the lamp.


    “Now, go to sleep. You will find a piece of padding in the wardrobe and a pillow and a blanket. They belong to you. To-morrow I’ll buy you new clothes, good clothes. Go, now.” When he was half asleep the master came in to Yevsey.


    “Are you comfortable?”


    Though the chest made a hard bed, Yevsey answered:


    “Yes.”


    “If it is too hot, open the window.”


    The boy at once opened the window, which looked out upon the roof of the next house. He counted the chimneys. There were four, all alike. He looked at the stars with the dim gaze of a timid animal in a cage. But the stars said nothing to his heart. He flung himself on the chest again, drew the blanket over his head, and closed his eyes tightly. He began to feel stifled, thrust his head out, and without opening his eyes listened. In his master’s room something rustled monotonously, then Yevsey heard a dry, distinct voice:


    “Behold, God is mine helper; the Lord is with them that uphold—”


    Yevsey realized that the old man was reciting the Psalter; and listening attentively to the familiar words of King David, which, however, he did not comprehend, the boy fell asleep.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER III


    
      
    


    “YEVSEY’S life passed smoothly and evenly.


    He wanted to please his master, even realized this would be of advantage to him, and he felt he would succeed, though he behaved with watchful circumspection and no warmth in his heart for the old man. The fear of people engendered in him a desire to suit them, a readiness for all kinds of services, in order to defend himself against the possibility of attack. The constant expectation of danger developed a keen power of observation, which still more deepened his mistrust.


    He observed the strange life in the house without understanding it. From basement to roof people lived close packed, and every day, from morning until night, they crawled about in the tenement like crabs in a basket. Here they worked more than in the village, and, it seemed, were imbued with even keener bitterness. They lived restlessly, noisily, and hurriedly, as if to get through all the work as soon as possible in preparation of a holiday, which they wanted to meet as free people, washed, clean, peaceful, and tranquilly joyous. The heart of the boy sank within him, and the question constantly recurred:


    “Will it pass away?”


    But the holiday never came. The people spurred one another on, wrangled, and sometimes fought. Scarcely a day passed on which they did not speak ill of one another.


    In the mornings the master went down to the shop, while Yevsey remained in the apartment to put it in order. This accomplished, he washed himself, went to the tavern for boiling water, and then returned to the shop, where he drank the morning tea with his master. While breakfasting the old man almost invariably asked him:


    “Well, what now?”


    “Nothing.”


    “Nothing is little.”


    Once, however, Yevsey had a different answer. “To-day the watchmaker told the furrier’s cook that you received stolen articles.”


    Yevsey said this unexpectedly to himself, and was instantly seized with a tremble of fear. He bowed his head. The old man laughed quietly, and said in a drawling voice without sincerity:


    “The scoundrel!” His dark, dry lips quivered. “Thank you for telling me. Thank you! You see how the people don’t love me.”


    From that time Yevsey began to pay close attention to the conversation of the tenants, and promptly repeated everything he heard to his master, speaking in a quiet, calm voice and looking straight into his face. Several days later, while putting his master’s room into order, he found a crumpled paper ruble on the floor, and when at tea the old man asked him, “Well, what now?” Yevsey replied, “Here I have found a ruble.”


    “You found a ruble, did you? I found a gold piece,” said the master laughing.


    Another time Yevsey picked up a twenty-kopek piece in the entrance to the shop, which he also gave to the master. The old man slid his glasses to the end of his nose, and rubbing the coin with his fingers looked into the boy’s face for a few seconds without speaking.


    “According to the law,” he said thoughtfully, “a third of what you find, six kopeks, belongs to you.” He was silent, sighed, and stuck the coin into his vest pocket. “But anyway you’re a stupid boy.” Yevsey did not get the six kopeks.


    Quiet, unnoticed, and when noticed, obliging, Yevsey Klimkov scarcely ever drew the attention of the people to himself, though he stubbornly followed them with the broad, empty gaze of his owllike eyes, with the look that did not abide in the memory of those who met it.


    From the first days the reticent quiet Rayisa Petrovna interested him strongly. Every evening she put on a dark, rustling dress and a black hat, and sallied forth. In the morning when he put the rooms in order she was still asleep. He saw her only in the evening before supper, and that not every day. Her life seemed mysterious to him, and her entire taciturn being, her white face and stationary eyes, roused in him vague suggestions of something peculiar. He persuaded himself that she lived better and knew more than everybody else. A kindly feeling which he did not understand sprang up in his heart for this woman. Every day she appeared to him more and more beautiful.


    Once he awoke at daybreak, and walked into the kitchen for a drink. Suddenly he heard someone entering the door of the vestibule. He rushed to his room in fright, lay down, and covered himself with the blanket, trying to press himself to the chest as closely as possible. In a few minutes he stuck out his ear, and in the kitchen heard heavy steps, the rustle of a dress, and the voice of Rayisa Petrovna.


    “Oh, oh, you—” she was saying.


    Yevsey rose, walked to the door on tiptoe, and looked into the kitchen. The quiet woman was sitting at the window taking off her hat. Her face seemed whiter than ever, and tears streamed from her eyes. Her large body swayed, her hands moved slowly.


    “I know you!” she said, shaking her head. She rose to her feet, supporting herself on the window-sill.


    The bed in the master’s room creaked. Yevsey quickly jumped back on his chest, lay down, and wrapped himself up.


    “They’ve done something bad to her,” he thought, full of keen pity. At the same time, however, he was inwardly glad of her tears. They brought this woman, who lived a secret nocturnal existence, nearer to him.


    The next moment someone seemed to be passing by him with sly steps. He raised his head, and suddenly jumped from the chest, as if burned by the thin angry shout:


    “Ugh! Go away!”


    Then there was some hissing. The master in his nightgown hastily came out of the kitchen, stopped, and said to Yevsey in a whistling voice: “Sleep! Sleep! What’s the matter? Sleep!” The next morning in the shop the old man asked him:


    “Were you frightened last night?”


    “Yes.”


    “She was in her cups. It happens to her sometimes.”


    Though the question trembled on his lips, Yevsey did not dare to ask what her occupation was. Some minutes later the old man asked:


    “Do you like her?”


    “I do.”


    “Well,” said the master sternly, “even if you do, you ought to know that she’s an extremely shrewd woman. She is silent, but bad. She’s a sinner. Yes, that’s what she is. Do you know what she does? She’s a musician. She plays the piano.” The old man accurately described a piano, and added didactically, “A person who plays the piano is called a pianist. And do you know what a house of ill fame is?”


    From the talk of the furriers and glaziers in the yard Yevsey already knew something about disreputable resorts; but desiring to learn more he answered:


    “I don’t know.”


    The old man gave him a lengthy explanation in words very intelligible to Yevsey. He spoke with heat, occasionally spitting and wrinkling up his face to express his disgust of the abomination. Yevsey regarded the old man with his watery eyes, and for some reason did not believe in his aversion.


    “So you see every evening she plays in a house like that, and depraved women dance with drunken men to the accompaniment of her music. The men are all crooks, some of them, maybe, even murderers.” Raspopov sighed in exhaustion, and wiped his perspiring face. “Don’t trust her. You understand? I tell you, she’s a cunning woman, and she’s mean.”


    The boy believed everything the master told him about the piano and the house of ill fame, but failed to be impressed by a single word regarding the woman. In fact, everything the old man said of her merely increased the cautious, ever-watchful feeling of mistrust with which Yevsey treated his master, and by coloring Rayisa Petrovna with a still deeper tinge of the unusual, made her seem even more beautiful in his eyes.


    Another object of Yevsey’s curiosity besides Rayisa was Anatol, apprentice to the glazier, Kuzin, a thin, flat-nosed boy with ragged hair, dirty, always jolly, and always steeped in the odor of oil. He had a high ringing voice, which Yevsey liked very much to hear when he shouted:


    “Wi-i-ndow pa-anes.”


    He spoke to Yevsey first. Yevsey was sweeping the stairway when he suddenly heard from below the loud question:


    “Say there, kid, what government are you from?”


    “From this government,” answered Yevsey.


    “I am from the government of Kostrom. How old are you?”


    “Thirteen.”


    “I am, too. Come along with me.”


    “Where to?”


    “To the river to go in bathing.”


    “I have to stay in the shop.”


    “To-day is Sunday.”


    “That doesn’t make any difference.”


    “Well, go to the devil.”


    The glazier boy disappeared. Yevsey was not offended by his oath.


    Anatol was off the whole day carrying a box of glass about the city, and usually returned home just as the shop was being closed. Then almost the entire evening his indefatigable voice, his laughter, whistling, and singing would rise from the yard. Everybody scolded him, yet all loved to meddle with him and laugh at his pranks. Yevsey was surprised at the boldness with which the ragged, snub-nosed boy behaved toward the grownup folk, and he experienced a sense of envy when he saw the gold-embroidery girl run about the yard in chase of the jolly, insolent fellow. He was powerfully drawn to the glazier boy, for whom he found a place in his vague fancies of a clean and quiet life.


    Once, after supper, Yevsey asked the master:


    “May I go down in the yard?”


    The old man consented reluctantly.


    “Go, but don’t stay long. Be sure not to stay long.”


    Another time when Yevsey put the same request the master added:


    “No good will come of your being in the yard.” Yevsey ran down the stairway quickly, and seated himself in the shade to observe Anatol. The yard was small and hemmed in on all sides by the high houses. The tenants, workingmen and women, and servants, sat resting on the rubbish heaps against the walls. In the center of the ring Anatol was giving a performance.


    “The furrier Zvorykin going to church!” he shouted.


    To his astonishment Yevsey saw the little stout furrier with hanging lower lip and eyes painfully screwed up. Thrusting out his abdomen and leaning his head to one side, Anatol struggled toward the gate in short steps, reluctance depicted in his walk. The people sitting around laughed and shouted approval.


    “Zvorykin returning from the saloon!”


    Now Anatol swayed through the yard, his feet dragging along feebly, his arms hanging limp, a dull look in his wide-open eyes, his mouth gaping hideously yet comically. He stopped, tapped himself on the chest, and said in a wheezy pitiful voice:


    “God — how satisfied I am with everything and everybody! Lord, how good and pleasant everything is to Thy servant, Yakov Ivanich. But the glazier Kuzin is a blackguard — a scamp before God, a jackass before all the people — that’s true, God—”


    The audience roared, but Yevsey did not laugh. He was oppressed by a twofold feeling of astonishment and envy. The desire to see this boy frightened and wronged mingled with the expectation of new pranks. He felt vexed and unpleasant because the glazier boy did not show up men who inflicted hurt, but merely funny men. Yevsey sat there with mouth agape and a stupid expression on his face, his owlish eyes staring.


    “Here goes glazier Kuzin!”


    Before Yevsey appeared the gaunt red muzhik always half drunk, the sleeves of his dirty shirt tucked up, his right hand thrust in the breast of his apron, his left hand deliberately stroking his beard — Kuzin had a reddish forked beard. He was frowning and surly and moved slowly, like a heavy cart-load. Looking sidewise he screeched in a cracked, hoarse voice:


    “You are carrying on again, you heretic? Am I to listen to this nonsense for long? You blasted, confounded—”


    “Skinflint Raspopov!” announced Anatol.


    The smooth, sharp little figure of Yevsey’s master crept past him moving his feet noiselessly. He worked his nose as if smelling something, nodded his head quickly, and kept tugging at the tuft on his chin with his little hand. In this characterization something loathsome, pitiful, and laughable became quite apparent to Yevsey, whose vexation rose. He felt sure his master was not such as the young glazier represented him to be.


    Next, Anatol took to mimicking members of the audience. Inexhaustible, stimulated by the applause, he tinkled until late at night like a little bell, evoking kindly, cheerful laughter. Sometimes the man who was touched would rush to catch him, and a noisy chase about the yard would ensue.


    Yevsey sighed. Anatol noticed him, and pulled him by the hand into the middle of the yard, where he introduced him to the audience.


    “Here he is — sugar and soap. Skinflint Raspopov’s cousin morel.”


    Turning the boy’s little figure in all directions, he poured forth a flowing stream of strange comic words about his master, about Rayisa Petrovna, and about Yevsey himself.


    “Let me go!” Yevsey quietly demanded, trying to tear his hand from Anatol’s strong grip, in the meantime listening attentively in the endeavor to understand the hints, the filth of which he felt. Whenever Yevsey struggled hard to tear himself away, the audience, usually the women, said lazily to Anatol:


    “Let him go.”


    For some reason their intercession was disagreeable to Yevsey. It exasperated Anatol, too, who began to push and pinch his victim and challenge him to a fight. Some of the men urged the boys on.


    “Well — fight! See which will do the other up.”


    The women objected:


    “A fight! Thanks, we’re not interested. Don’t.”


    Yevsey again felt something unpleasant in these words.


    Finally Anatol scornfully pushed Yevsey aside.


    “Oh, you kid!”


    The next morning Yevsey met Anatol outside the house carrying his box of glass, and suddenly, without desiring to do it, he said to him:


    “Why do you make fun of me?”


    The glazier boy looked at him.


    “What of it?”


    Yevsey was unable to reply.


    “Do you want to fight?” asked Anatol again. “Come to our shed. I will wait for you until evening.”


    He spoke calmly and in a business-like way.


    “No, I don’t want to fight,” replied Yevsey quietly.


    “Then you needn’t! I’d lick you anyway,” said the glazier, and added with assurance, “I certainly would.”


    Yevsey sighed. He could not understand this boy, but he longed to understand him. So he asked a second time:


    “I say, why do you make fun of me?”


    Anatol apparently felt awkward. He winked his lively eyes, smiled, and suddenly shouted in anger:


    “Go to the devil! What are you bothering me about? I’ll give it to you so—”


    Yevsey quickly ran into the shop, and for a whole day felt the itching of an undeserved insult. This did not put an end to his inclination for Anatol, but it forced him to leave the yard whenever Anatol noticed him, and he dismissed the glazier boy from the sphere of his dreams.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER IV


    
      
    


    SOON after this unsuccessful attempt to draw near to a human being Yevsey was one evening awakened by talking in his master’s room. He listened and thought he distinguished Rayisa’s voice. Desiring to convince himself of her presence there he rose and quietly slipped over to the tightly closed door, and put his eyes to the keyhole.


    His sleepy glance first perceived the light of the candle, which blinded him. Then he saw the large rotund body of the woman on the black sofa. She lay face upward entirely naked. Her hair was spread over her breast, and her long fingers slowly weaved it into a braid. The light quivered on her fair body. Clean and bright, it seemed like a light cloud which rocked and breathed. It was very beautiful. She was saying something. Yevsey could not catch the words, but heard only the singing, tired, plaintive voice. The master was sitting in his nightgown upon a chair by the sofa, and was pouring wine into a glass with a trembling hand. The tuft of grey hair on his chin also trembled. He had removed his glasses, and his face was loathsome.


    “Yes, yes, yes! Hm! What a woman you are!”


    Yevsey moved away from the door, lay down on his bed, and thought:


    “They have gotten married.”


    He pitied Rayisa Petrovna for having become the wife of a man who spoke ill of her, and he pitied her because it must have been very cold for her to lie naked on the leather sofa. An evil thought flashed through his mind, which confirmed the words of the old man about her, but Yevsey anxiously drove it away.


    The evening of the next day Rayisa Petrovna brought in supper as always, and said in her usual voice:


    “I am going.”


    The master, too, spoke to her in his usual voice, dry and careless.


    Several days passed by. The relation between the master and Rayisa did not change, and Yevsey began to think he had seen the naked woman in a dream. He was very reluctant to believe his master’s words about her.


    Once his Uncle Piotr appeared unexpectedly and, so it seemed to Yevsey, needlessly. He had grown grey, wrinkled, and shorter.


    “I am getting blind, Orphan,” he said sipping tea from a saucer noisily and smiling with his wet eyes. “I cannot work anymore, so I will have to go begging. Yashka is unmanageable. He wants to go to the city, and if I don’t let him, he will run away. That’s the kind of a chap he is.”


    Everything the blacksmith said was wearisome and difficult to listen to. He seemed to have grown duller. He looked guilty, and Yevsey felt awkward and ashamed for him in the presence of his master. When he got ready to go, Yevsey quietly thrust three rubles into his hand, and saw him out with pleasure.


    Though Yevsey endeavored as before to please his master in every way, he became afraid to agree with him. The bookshop after a time aroused a dim suspicion by its resemblance to a tomb tightly packed with dead books. They were all loose, chewed up, and sucked out, and emanated a mouldy, putrid odor. Few were sold; which did not surprise Yevsey. What stirred his curiosity was the attitude of the master to the purchasers and the books.


    The old man would take a book in his hand, carefully turn over its musty pages, stroke the covers with his dark fingers, smile quietly, and nod his head. He seemed to fondle the book as though it were alive, to play with it as with a kitten or a puppy. While reading a book he carried on with it a quiet, querulous conversation, like Uncle Piotr with the furnace-fire. His lips moved in good-humored derision, his head kept nodding, and now and then he mumbled and laughed.


    “So, so — yes — hmm — see — what’s that?


    Ha, ha! Ah, the impudence — I understand, I understand — it’ll never come about — no-o-o — ha, ha I”


    These strange exclamations coming from the old man as if he were disputing with somebody both astonished and frightened Yevsey, and pointed to the secret duplicity in his master’s life.


    “You don’t read books,” said the master to him once. “That’s good. Books are always lechery, the child of a prostituted mind. They deal with everything, they excite the imagination, and create useless agitation and disturbance. Formerly we used to have good historical books, stories of quiet people about the past. But now every book wants to inspire you with hostility to life and to lay bare man, who ought always to be covered up both in the flesh and in the spirit in order to defend him from the devil, from curiosity, and from the imagination, which destroys faith. It’s only in old age that books do no harm to a man, when he is guarded against their violence by his experience.”


    Though Yevsey did not understand these talks he remembered them well, and though they met with no response in him, they confirmed his sense of mystery — the mystery that invested all human life, as it were, in a hostile envelope.


    When he sold a book, the old man regarded it with regret, and fairly smelled the purchaser, with whom he talked in an extremely loud and rapid voice. Sometimes, however, he lowered his voice to a whisper, when his dark glasses would fix themselves upon the face of the customer. Often on seeing to the door a student who had bought a book, he followed him with a smile, and nodded his head queerly. Once he shook his finger at the back of a man who had just left, a short, handsome fellow with fine black tendrils on a pale face. The largest number of customers were students and people having a certain resemblance to them. Sometimes old men came. These rummaged long among the books, and haggled sharply over the prices.


    An almost daily visitor was a man who wore a chimney-pot and on his right hand a large gold ring set with a stone. He had a broad pimply nose on a stout flat shaven face. When Dorimedont Lukin played chess with the master, he snuffled loud and tugged at his ear with his left hand. He often brought books and paper parcels, over which the master nodded his head approvingly and smiled quietly. He would then hide them in the table, or in a corner on a shelf in back of him. Yevsey did not see his master pay for these books, but he did see him sell them.


    One of the students began to visit the shop more frequently than the others. He was a tall, blueeyed young man with a carrot-colored mustache and a cap stuck back on his neck, leaving bare a large white forehead. He spoke in a thick voice, laughed aloud, and always bought many old journals.


    Once the master pointed out a book to him that Dorimedont had brought; and while the student glanced through it, the old man told him something in a quick whisper.


    “Interesting!” exclaimed the student, smiling amiably. “Ah, you old sinner, aren’t you afraid, eh?”


    The master sighed and answered:


    “If you absolutely feel it’s the truth, you ought to help it along in whatever little ways you can.” They whispered a long time. Finally the student said aloud:


    “Well, then, agreed! Remember my address.”


    The old man took the address down on a piece of paper, and when Dorimedont came and asked, “Well, what’s new, Matvey Matveyevich?” the master handed him the address, and said with a smile: —


    “There’s the new thing.”


    “S-so — Nikodim Arkhangelsky,” read Dorimedont. “That’s business. We’ll look up this Nikodim.”


    Sometime after, upon sitting down to play chess, he announced to the master:


    “That Nikodim turned out to be a fish with plenty of roe. We found something of pretty nearly everything in his place.”


    “Return the books to me,” said the master.


    “Certainly,” and Dorimedont snuffled.


    The blue-eyed student never appeared again. The short young man with the black mustache also vanished after the master had given Dorimedont his address. All this was strange. It fed the boy’s suspicions, and indicated some mystery and enigma.


    Once, when the master was absent from the shop, Yevsey, while dusting the shelves, saw the books brought by Dorimedont. They were small, soiled, and ragged. He carefully and quickly put them back in the same order, scenting something dangerous in them. Books in general did not arouse his interest. He tried to read, but never succeeded in concentrating his mind, which, already burdened by a mass of observation, dwelt upon minutiae. His thoughts drifted apart, and finally disappeared evaporating like a thin stream of water upon a stone on a hot day. When he worked and stirred about he was altogether incapable of thinking; the motion, as it were, tore the cobweb of his ideas. The boy did his work slowly and accurately, like an automaton, without putting anything of himself into it, and scarcely understanding its meaning.


    When he was free and sat motionless he was carried away by a pleasant sensation of flight in a transparent mist, which enveloped the whole of life and softened everything, changing the boisterous reality into a quiet, sweetly sounding halfslumber.


    When Yevsey was in this mood the days passed rapidly, in a flight not to be stayed. His external life was monotonous. Thought-stirring events happened rarely, and his brain insensibly became clogged with the dust of the work-day. He seldom went about in the city, for he did not like it. The ceaseless motion tired his eyes, the noise filled his head with heavy, dulling confusion. The endless city at first seemed like a monster in a fairytale, displaying a hundred greedy mouths, bellowing with hundreds of insatiable throats. But when Yevsey regarded the varied tumult of the street life he saw in it merely painful and wearisome monotony.


    In the morning when he tidied his master’s room, Yevsey put his head out of the window for several minutes, and looked down to the bottom of the deep, narrow street. Everywhere he saw the same people, and already knew what each of them would be doing in an hour or the next day. The cabmen drove in the same indolent fashion, and sat on the box each like the other; the shop boys, all of whom he knew, were unpleasant. Their insolence was a source of danger. Every man seemed chained to his business like a dog to his kennel. Occasionally something new flashed by, or whispered to him, but it was difficult for him to see and understand it in the thick mass of all that was familiar, ordinary, and unpleasant.


    Even the churches in the city did not please him. They were not cosy, nor bright, but close and penetrated by extremely powerful odors of incense, oil, and sweat. Yevsey could not bear strong smells. They made his head turn, and filled him with confused anxious desires.


    Sometimes on a holiday the master closed the shop, and took Yevsey through the city. They walked long and slowly. The old man pointed out the houses of the rich and eminent people, and told of their lives. His recitals were replete with accounts of women who ran away from their husbands, of dead people, and of funerals. He talked about them in a dry solemn voice, criticizing and condemning everything. He grew animated only when telling how and from what this or that man died. In his opinion, apparently, matters of disease and death were the most edifying and interesting of earthly subjects.


    At the end of every walk he treated Yevsey to tea in a tavern, where musical machines played. Here everybody knew the old man, and behaved toward him with timid respect. Yevsey grown tired, his brain dizzied by the cloud of heavy odors, would fall into drowsy silence under the rattle and din of the music.


    Once, however, the master took him to a house which contained numerous articles of gold and silver, marvellous weapons, and garments of silk brocade. Suddenly the mother’s forgotten tales began to beat in the boy’s breast, and a winged hope trembled in his heart. He walked silently through the rooms for a long time, disconcertedly blinking his eyes, which burned greedily.


    When they returned home he asked the master: “Whose are they?”


    “They are public property — the Czar’s,” the old man explained impressively.


    The boy put more questions.


    “Who wore such coats and sabres?”


    “Czars, boyars, and various imperial persons.”


    “There are no such people to-day?”


    “How so? Of course there are. It would be impossible to be without them. Only now they dress differently.”


    “Why differently?”


    “More cheaply. Formerly Russia was richer. But now it has been robbed by various foreign people, Jews, Poles, and Germans.”


    Raspopov talked for a long time about how nobody loved Russia, how all robbed it, and wished it every kind of harm. When he spoke much Yevsey ceased to believe him or understand him. Nevertheless he asked:


    “Am I an imperial person, too?”


    “In a sense. In our country all are imperial people, all are subjects of the Czar. The whole earth is God’s, and the whole of Russia is the Czar’s.”


    Before Yevsey’s eyes handsome, stately personages in glittering garb circled in a bright, many-colored round dance. They belonged to another fabulous life, which remained with him after he had lain down to sleep. He saw himself in this life clad in a sky-blue robe embroidered with gold, with red boots of Morocco leather on his feet. Rayisa was there, too, in brocade and adorned with precious gems.


    “So it will pass away,” he thought.


    To-day this thought gave rise not to hope in a different future but to quiet regret for the past.


    On the other side of the door he heard the dry even voice of his master:


    “Except the Lord build the house, they labor in vain—”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER V


    
      
    


    ONE day after closing the shop Yevsey and his master went to the yard where they were met by an anxious ringing shout. It came from Anatol.


    “I won’t do it again, dear uncle, never!”


    Yevsey started, and instinctively exclaimed in quiet triumph:


    “Aha!”


    It was pleasant to hear the shouts of fear and pain coming from the breast of the cheerful boy, who was everybody’s favorite.


    “May I stay here in the yard?” Yevsey asked the master.


    “We must get our supper. But I’ll stay here, too, and see how they punish a rascally good-for-nothing.”


    The people had gathered at the door of the brick shed behind the stairway. The sound of heavy blows and the wailing voice of Anatol issued from the shed.


    “Little uncle, I didn’t do it. Oh, God! I won’t do it, I won’t! Stop, for Christ’s sake!”


    “That’s right! Give it to him!” said watchmaker Yakubov, lighting a cigarette.


    


    The squint-eyed embroiderer Zina upheld the tall, yellow-faced watchmaker.


    “Perhaps we shall have peace after this. You couldn’t have a single quiet moment in the yard.” Raspopov turned to Yevsey, and said:


    “They say he’s a wonder at imitating people.”


    “Of course,” rejoined the furrier’s cook. “Such a little devil! He makes sport of everybody.”


    A dull scraping sound came from the shed, as if a sack filled with something soft were being dragged over the old boards of the floor. At the same time the people heard the panting, hoarse voice of Kuzin and Anatol’s cries, which now grew feebler and less frequent.


    “Forgive me! Oh! Help me — I won’t do it again — Oh, God!”


    His words became indistinct and flowed together into a thick choking groan. Yevsey trembled, remembering the pain of the beatings he used to receive. The talk of the onlookers stirred a confused feeling in him. It was fearful to stand among people who only the day before had willingly and gaily taken delight in the lively little fellow, and who now looked on with pleasure while he was being beaten. At this moment these half-sick people, surly and worn out with work, seemed more comprehensible to him. He believed that now none of them shammed, but were sincere in the curiosity with which they witnessed the torture of a human being. He felt a little sorry for Anatol, yet it was pleasant to hear his groans. The thought passed through his mind that now he would become quieter and more companionable.


    Suddenly Nikolay the furrier appeared, a short black curly-headed man with long arms. As always daring and respecting nobody, he thrust the people aside, walked into the shed, and from there his coarse voice was heard crying out twice:


    “Stop! Get away!”


    Everybody suddenly moved back from the door. Kuzin bolted out of the shed, seated himself on the ground, clutched his head with both hands, and opening his eyes wide, bawled hoarsely:


    “Police!”


    “Let’s get away from evil, Yevsey,” said the master withdrawing to one side.


    The boy retreated to a corner by the stairway, and stood there looking on.


    Nikolay came out of the shed with the little trampled body of the glazier’s boy hanging limply over his arm. The furrier laid him on the ground then he straightened himself and shouted:


    “Water, women, you rotten carrion!”


    Zina and the cook ran off for water.


    Kuzin lolling his head back snorted dully.


    “Murder! Police!”


    Nikolay turned to him, and gave him a kick on the breast which laid him flat on his back.


    “You dirty dogs!” he shouted, the whites of his black eyes flashing. “You dirty dogs! A child is being killed, and it’s a show to you! I’ll smash every one of your ugly mugs!”


    Oaths from all sides answered him, but nobody dared to approach him.


    “Let’s go,” said the master, taking Yevsey by the hand.


    As they walked away they saw Kuzin run noiselessly in a stooping position to the gates.


    “To call the police,” the master explained to Yevsey.


    When Yevsey was alone he felt that his jealousy of Anatol had left him. He strained his slow mind to explain to himself what he had seen. It merely seemed that the people liked Anatol, who amused them. In reality it was not so. All people enjoyed fighting, enjoyed looking on while others fought, enjoyed being cruel. Nikolay had interceded for Anatol because he liked to beat Kuzin, and actually did beat him on almost every holiday. Very bold and strong he could lick any man in the house. In his turn he was beaten by the police. So to sum up, whether you are quiet or daring, you’ll be beaten and insulted all the same.


    Several days passed. The tenants talking in the yard, said that the glazier boy, who had been taken to the hospital, had gone insane. Then Yevsey remembered how the boy’s eyes had burned when he gave his performances, how vehement his gestures and motions had been, and how quickly the expression of his face had changed. He thought with dread that perhaps Anatol had always been insane. He soon forgot the glazier boy.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VI


    
      
    


    IN the rainy nights of autumn short broken “sounds came from the roof under Yevsey’s window. They disquieted him and prevented him from sleeping. On one such night he heard the angry exclamations of his master:


    “You vile woman I” —


    Rayisa Petrovna answered as always in a low singing voice:


    “I cannot permit you, Matvey Matveyevich.”


    “You low creature! Look at the money I am paying you!”


    The door to the master’s room was open, and the voices came in clearly to Yevsey. The fine rain sang a tearful song outside the window. The wind crept over the roof, panting like a large homeless bird fatigued by the bad weather and softly flapping its wet wings against the panes. The boy sat up in bed, put his hands around his knees, and listened shivering.’


    “Give me back the twenty-five rubles, you thief!”


    “I do not deny it. Dorimedont Lukin gave me the money.”


    “Aha! You see, you hussy!”


    


    “No, permit me — when you asked me to spy on the man—”


    “Hush! What are you screaming for?”


    Now the door was closed, but even through the wall Yevsey could hear almost everything that was said.


    “Remember, you vile woman, you, that you are in my hands,” said the master, rapping his fingers on the table. “And if I notice that you’ve struck up relations with Dorimedont—”


    The woman’s voice was warm and flexible like the supple movements of a kitten, and it stole in softly, coiled around the old man’s malicious words, wiping them from Yevsey’s memory.


    The woman must be right. Her composure and the master’s entire relation to her convinced the boy that she was. Yevsey was now in his fifteenth year, and his inclination for this gentle and beautiful woman began to be marked by a pleasant sense of agitation. Since he met Rayisa very rarely and for only a minute at a time, he always looked into her face with a secret feeling of bashful joy. Her kindly way of speaking to him caused a grateful tumult in his breast, and drew him to her more and more powerfully.


    While still in the village he had learned the hard truth of the relation between man and woman. The city bespattered this truth with mud, but it did not sully the boy himself. His being a timid nature, he did not dare to believe what was said about women, and such talk instead of exciting any feeling of temptation aroused painful aversion. Now, as he was sitting up in bed, Yevsey remembered Rayisa’s amiable smile, her kind words; and carried away by the thought of them he had no time to lie down before the door to the master’s room opened, and she stood before him, half dressed, with loose hair, her hand pressed to her breast. He grew frightened and faint. The woman wanted to open the door again to the old man’s room and had already put out her hand, but suddenly smiling she withdrew it and shook a threatening finger at Yevsey. Then she walked into her room. Yevsey fell asleep with a smile.


    In the morning as he was sweeping the kitchen floor he saw Rayisa at the door of her room. He straightened himself up before her with the broom in his hands.


    “Good morning,” she said. “Will you take coffee with me?”


    Rejoiced and embarrassed, the boy replied:


    “I haven’t washed yet. One minute.”


    In a few minutes he was sitting at the table in her room, seeing nothing but the fair face with the dark brows, and the good, moist eyes with the smile in them.


    “Do you like me?” she asked.


    “Yes.”


    “Why?”


    “You are good and beautiful.” —


    He answered as in a dream. It was strange to hear her questions. Her eyes fixed upon him vanquished him. They must know everything that went on in his soul.


    “And do you like Matvey Matveyevich?” Rayisa asked in a slow undertone.


    “No,” Yevsey answered simply.


    “Is that so? He loves you. He told me so himself.”


    “No,” rejoined the boy.


    Rayisa raised her brows, moved a little nearer to him, and asked:


    “Don’t you believe me?”


    “I believe you, but I don’t believe my master, not a bit.”


    “Why? Why?” she asked in a quick whisper, moving still nearer to him. The warm gleam of her look penetrated the boy’s heart, and stirred within him little thoughts never yet expressed to anybody. He quickly uttered them to this woman.


    “I am afraid of him. I am afraid of everybody except you.”


    “Why are you afraid?”


    “You know,”


    “What do I know?”


    “You, too, are wronged, not by one master. I saw you cry. You were not crying then because you had been drinking. I understand. I understand much. Only I do not understand everything together. I see everything separately in its tiniest details, but side by side with them something different, not even resembling them. I understand this, too. But what is it all for? One thing is at variance with the other, and they do not go together. There is one kind of life and another besides.”


    “What are you talking about?” Rayisa asked in amazement.


    “That’s true.”


    For several moments they looked at each other in silence. The boy’s heart beat quickly. His cheeks grew red with embarrassment.


    “Well, now, go,” said Rayisa quietly arising. “Go, or else he will ask you why you stayed away so long. Don’t tell him you were with me. You won’t, will you?”


    Yevsey walked away filled with the tender sound of the singing voice, and warmed by the sympathetic look. The woman’s words rang in his memory enveloping his heart in quiet joy.


    That day was strangely long. Over the roofs of the houses and the Circle hung a grey cloud. The day, weary and dull, seemed to have become entangled in its grey mass, and, like the cloud, to have halted over the city. After dinner two customers entered the shop, one a stooping lean man with a pretty, grizzled mustache, the other a man with a red beard and spectacles. Both pottered about among the books long and minutely. The lean man kept whistling softly through his quivering mustache, while the red-bearded man spoke with the master.


    Yevsey knew beforehand just what the master would say and how he would say it. The boy was bored. He was impatient for the evening to come, and he tried to relieve the tedium by listening to the words of the old man Raspopov, and verifying his conjectures while he arranged in a row the books the customers had selected.


    “You are buying these books for a library?” the old man inquired affably.


    “For the library of the Teachers’ Association,” replied the red-bearded man. “Why?”


    “Now he’ll praise them up,” thought Yevsey, and he was not mistaken.


    “You show extremely good judgment in your choice. It is pleasant to see a correct estimate of books.”


    “Pleasant?”


    “Now he’ll smile,” thought Yevsey.


    “Yes, indeed,” said the old man, smiling graciously. “You get used to these books, so that you get to love them. You see they aren’t dead wood, but products of the mind. So when a customer also respects books, it is pleasant. Our average customer is a comical fellow. He comes and asks, ‘Have you any interesting books?’ It’s all the same to him. He seeks amusement, play, but no benefit. But occasionally someone will suddenly ask for a prohibited book.”


    “How’s that? Prohibited?” asked the man screwing up his small eyes.


    “Prohibited from libraries — published abroad, or secretly in Russia.”


    “Are such books for sale?”


    “Now he will speak real low.” Again Yevsey was not mistaken.


    Fixing his glasses upon the face of the red-bearded man, the master lowered his voice almost to a whisper.


    “Why not? Sometimes you buy a whole library, and you come across everything there, everything.”


    “Have you such books now?”


    “Several.”


    “Let me see them, please,”


    “Only I must ask you not to say anything about them. You see it’s not for the sake of profit, but as a courtesy. One likes to do favors now and then.”


    The stooping man stopped whistling, adjusted his spectacles, and looked attentively at the old man.


    To-day the master was utterly loathsome to Yevsey, who kept looking at him with cold, gloomy malice. And now when Raspopov went over to the corner of the shop to show the red-bearded man some books there, the boy suddenly and quite involuntarily said in a whisper to the stooping customer:


    “Don’t buy those books.”


    Yevsey trembled with fright the moment he had spoken. The man raised his glasses, and peered into the boy’s face with his bright eyes.


    “Why?”


    With a great effort Yevsey answered after a pause:


    “I don’t know.”


    The customer readjusted his glasses, moved away from him, and began to whistle louder, looking sidewise at the old man. Then he raised his hand, which made him straighter and taller, stroked his grey mustache, and without haste walked up to his companion, from whom he took the book. He looked it over, and dropped it on the table. Yevsey followed his movements expecting some calamity to befall himself. But the stooping man merely touched his companion’s arm, and said simply and calmly:


    “Well, let’s go.”


    “But the books?” exclaimed the other.


    “Let’s go. I won’t buy any books here.”


    The red-bearded man looked at him, then at the master, his small eyes winking rapidly. Then he walked to the door, and out into the street.


    “You don’t want the books?” demanded Raspopov.


    Yevsey realized by his tone that the old man was surprised.


    “I don’t,” answered the customer, his eyes fixed upon the face of the master.


    Raspopov shrank. He went to his chair, and suddenly said with a wave of his hand in an unnaturally loud voice, which was new to Yevsey:


    “As you please, of course. Still — excuse me, I don’t understand.”


    “What don’t you understand?” asked the stooping man, smiling.


    “You looked through the books for two hours or more, agreed on a price, and suddenly — why?” cried the old man in excitement.


    “Well, because I recollected your disgusting face. You haven’t given up the ghost yet? What a pity!”


    The stooping man pronounced his words slowly, not loud, and precisely. He left the shop deliberately, with a heavy tread.


    For a minute the old man looked after him, then tore himself from where he was standing, and advanced upon Yevsey with short steps.


    “Follow him, find out where he lives,” he said in a rapid whisper, clutching the boy’s shoulder. “Go! Don’t let him see you! You understand? Quick!” —


    Yevsey swayed from side to side, and would have fallen, had the old man not held him firmly on his feet. He felt a void in his breast, and his master’s words crackled there drily like peas in a rattle.


    “What are you trembling about, you donkey? I tell you—”


    When Yevsey felt his master’s hand release his shoulder, he ran to the door.


    “Stop, you fool!” Yevsey stood still. “Where are you going? Why, you won’t be able — oh, my God! Get out of my sight!” Yevsey darted into a corner. It was the first time he had seen his master so violent. He realized that his annoyance was tinged with much fear, a feeling very familiar to himself; and notwithstanding the fact that his own soul was desolate with fear, it pleased him to see Raspopov’s alarm.


    The little dusty old man threw himself about in the shop like a rat in a trap. He ran to the door, thrust his head into the street, stretched his neck out, and again turned back into the shop. His hands groped over his body impotently, and he mumbled and hissed, shaking his head till his glasses jumped from his nose.


    “Umm, well, well — the dirty blackguard — the idea! The dirty blackguard! I’m alive — alive!” Several minutes later he shouted to Yevsey. “Close the shop!”


    On entering his room the old man crossed himself. He drew a deep breath, and flung himself on the black sofa. Usually so sleek and smooth, he was now all ruffled. His face had grown wrinkled, his clothes had suddenly become too large for him, and hung in folds from his agitated body.


    “Tell Rayisa to give me some peppered brandy, a large glassful.” When Yevsey brought the brandy the master rose, drank it down in one gulp, and opening his mouth wide looked a long time into Yevsey’s face.


    “Do you understand that he insulted me?”


    “Yes.”


    “And do you understand why?”


    “No.”


    The old man raised his hand, and silently shook his finger.


    “I know him — I know a great deal,” he said in a broken voice.


    Removing his black cap he rubbed his bare skull with his hands, looked about the room, again touched his head with his hands, and lay down on the sofa.


    Rayisa Petrovna brought in supper.


    “Are you tired?” she asked as she set the table.


    “It seems I am a little under the weather. Fever, I think. Give me another glass of brandy. Sit down with us. It’s too early for you to go.”


    He talked rapidly. Rayisa sat down, the old man raised his glasses, and scanned her suspiciously from head to foot. At supper he suddenly lifted his spoon and said:


    “Impossible for me to eat. I’ll tell you about something that happened.” Bending over the plate he was silent for some time as if considering whether or not to speak of the incident. Then he began with a sigh. “Suppose a man has a wife, his own house, not a large house, a garden, and a vegetable garden, a cook, all acquired by hard labor without sparing himself. Then comes a young man, sickly, consumptive, who rents a room in the garret, and takes meals with the master and mistress.”


    Rayisa listened calmly and attentively. Yevsey felt bored. While looking into the woman’s face he stubbornly endeavored to comprehend what had happened in the shop that day. He felt as if he had unexpectedly struck a match and set fire to something old and long dried, which began to burn alarmingly and almost consumed him in its sudden malicious blaze.


    “I must keep quiet,” he thought.


    “Were you the man?” asked Rayisa. Raspopov quickly raised his head.


    “Why I?” he asked. He struck his breast, and exclaimed with angry heat, “The question here is, not about the man but about the law. Ought a man uphold the law? Yes, he ought. Without law it is impossible to live. You people are stupid, because man is in every respect like a beast. He is greedy, malicious, cruel.”


    The old man rose a little from his armchair, and shouted his words in Rayisa’s face. His bald pate reddened. Yevsey listened to his exclamations without believing in their sincerity. He reflected on how people are bound together and enmeshed by some unseen threads, and how if one thread is accidentally pulled, they twist and turn, rage and cry out. So he said to himself:


    “I must be more careful.”


    The old man continued:


    “Words bring no harm if you do not listen to them. But when the fellow in the garret began to trouble her heart with his ideas, she, a stupid young woman, and that friend of his who — who to-day—” The old man suddenly came to a stop, and looked at Yevsey. “What are you thinking about?” he asked in a low suspicious tone.


    Yevsey rose and answered in embarrassment:


    “I am not thinking.”


    “Well, then, go. You’ve had your supper. So go. Clear the table.”


    Desiring to vex his master Yevsey was intentionally slow in removing the dishes from the table.


    “Go, I tell you!” the old man screamed in a squeaking voice. “Oh, what a fool you are!” Yevsey went to his room, and seated himself on the chest. Having left the door slightly ajar, he could hear his master’s rapid talk.


    “They came for him one night. She got frightened, began to shiver, understood then on what road these people had put her. I told her—”


    “So it was you?” Rayisa asked aloud.


    The old man now began to speak in a low voice, almost a whisper. Then Yevsey heard Rayisa’s clear voice:


    “Did he die?”


    “Well, what of it?” the old man shouted excitedly. “You can’t cure a man of consumption. He would have died at any rate.”


    Yevsey sat upon the chest listening to the low rasping sound of his talk.


    “What are you sitting there for?”


    The boy turned around, and saw the master’s head thrust through the door.


    “Lie down and sleep.”


    The master withdrew his head, and the door was tightly closed.


    “Who died?” Yevsey thought as he lay in bed.


    The dry words of the old man came fluttering down and fluttering down, like autumn leaves upon a grave. The boy felt more and more distinctly that he lived in a circle of dread mystery. Sometimes the old man grew angry, and shouted; which prevented the boy from thinking or sleeping. He was sorry for Rayisa, who kept peacefully silent in answer to his ejaculations. At last Yevsey heard her go to her own room. Perfect stillness then prevailed in the master’s room for several minutes, after which Raspopov’s voice sounded again, but now even as usual:


    “Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel of the ungodly, nor standeth in the way of sinners, nor sit—”


    With these reassuring words ringing in his ears Yevsey fell asleep.


    The next morning Rayisa again called him to her.


    “What happened in the shop yesterday?” she asked with a smile when he had seated himself.


    Yevsey told her everything in detail, and she laughed contentedly and happily. She suddenly drew her brows together and asked in an undertone:


    “Do you understand who he is?”


    “No.”


    “A spy,” she whispered, her eyes growing wide with fright.


    Yevsey was silent. She rose and went to him.


    “What a tragic fellow you are I” she said thoughtfully and kindly, stroking his head. “You don’t understand anything. You’re so droll. What was the stuff you told me the other day? What other life?”


    The question animated him; he wanted very much to talk about it. Raising his head and looking into her face with the fathomless stare of blind eyes, he began to speak rapidly.


    “Of course there’s another life. From where else do the fairy-tales come? And not only the fairy-tales, but—”


    The woman smiled, and rumpled his hair with her warm fingers.


    “You little stupid! They’ll seize you,” she added seriously, even sternly, “they’ll lead you wherever they want to, and do with you whatever they want to. That will be your life.”


    Yevsey nodded his head, silently assenting to Rayisa’s words.


    She sighed and looked through the window upon the street. When she turned to Yevsey, her face surprised him. It was red, and her eyes had become smaller and darker.


    “If you were smarter,” she said in an indolent, hollow voice, “or more alert, maybe I would tell you something. But you’re such a queer chappie there’s no use telling you anything, and your master ought to be choked to death. There, now, go tell him what I’ve said — you tell him everything.” Yevsey rose from the table, feeling as if a cold stream of insult had been poured over him. He inclined his head and mumbled:


    “I’ll never tell anything about you — to nobody. I love you very much, and — even if you choked him, I wouldn’t tell anybody. That’s how I love you.”


    He shuffled to the door, but the woman’s hands caught him like warm white wings, and turned him back.


    “Did I insult you?” he heard. “Well, excuse me. If you knew what a devil he is, how he tortures me, and how I hate him. Dear me!” She pressed his face tightly to her breast, and kissed him twice. “So you love me?”


    “Yes,” whispered Yevsey, feeling himself turning around lightly in a hot whirlpool of unknown bliss.


    “How?”


    “I don’t know. I love you very much.” Laughing and fondling him, she said:


    “You’ll tell me about it. Ah, you little baby!” Going down the stairs he heard her satisfied laugh, and smiled in response. His head turned, his entire body was suffused with sweet lassitude. He walked quietly and cautiously, as if afraid of spilling the hot joy of his heart.


    “Why have you been so long?” asked the master.


    Yevsey looked at him, but saw only a confused, formless blur.


    “I have a headache,” he answered slowly.


    “And I, too. What does it mean? Has Rayisa gotten up?”


    “Yes.”


    “Did she speak to you?”


    “Yes.”


    “What about?” the master asked hastily.


    The question was like a slap in Yevsey’s face. He recovered, however, and answered indifferently:


    “She said I hadn’t swept the kitchen clean.”


    A few moments later Yevsey heard the old man’s low dejected exclamation:


    “That woman is a dangerous creature! Yes, yes! She tries to find everything out, and makes you tell her whatever she wants.”


    Yevsey looked at him from a distance, and thought:


    “I wish you were dead.”


    The days passed rapidly, fused in a jumbled mass, as if joy were lying in wait ahead. But every day grew more and more exciting.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VII


    
      
    


    THE old man became sulky and taciturn. He peered around strangely, suddenly burst into a passion, shouted, and howled dismally, like a sick dog. He constantly complained of a pain in his head and nausea. At meals he smelt of the food suspiciously, crumbled the bread into small pieces with his shaking fingers, and held the tea and brandy up to the light. His nightly scoldings of Rayisa, in which he threatened to bring ruin upon her, became more and more frequent. But she answered all his outcries with soft composure.


    Yevsey’s love for the woman waxed stronger, and his sad, embittered heart was filled with hatred of his master.


    “Don’t I understand what you’re up to, you low-down woman?” raged the old man. “What does my sickness come from? What are you poisoning me with?”


    “What are you saying? What are you saying?” exclaimed the woman, her calm voice quivering. “You are sick from old age.”


    “You lie! You lie!”


    “And from fright besides.”


    “You miserable creature, keep quiet!”


    


    “You suffer from the weight of years.”


    “You lie!”


    “And it’s time you thought of death.”


    “Aha! That’s what you want! You lie! You hope in vain! I’m not the only one to know all about you. I told Dorimedont Lukin about you.” He burst again into a loud tearful whine. “I know he’s your paramour. It’s he who talked you over into poisoning me. You think you’ll have it easier with him, don’t you? You won’t, you won’t!”


    Once at night, during a similar scene, Rayisa left the old man’s room with a candle in her hand, half dressed, white and voluptuous. She walked as in a dream, swaying from side to side and treading uncertainly with her bare feet. Her eyes were half closed, the fingers of her out-stretched right hand clawed the air convulsively. The little smoky red tongue of the candle inclined toward her breast, almost touching her shirt. It illuminated her lips parted in exhaustion and sickness, and set her teeth agleam.


    After she had passed Yevsey without noticing him, he instinctively followed her to the door of the kitchen, where the sight that met his gaze numbed him with horror. The woman was holding a large kitchen knife in her hand, testing its sharp edge with her finger. She bent her head, and put her hand to her full neck near the ear, where she sought something with her long fingers. Then she drew a breath, and quietly returned the knife to the table. Her hands fell at her sides.


    Yevsey clutched the doorpost. At the sound the woman started and turned.


    “What do you want?” she demanded in an angry whisper.


    Yevsey answered breathlessly.


    “He’ll die soon. Why are you doing that to yourself? Please don’t do it. You mustn’t.”


    “Hush!”


    She put her hands on Yevsey as if for support, and walked back into the old man’s room.


    Soon the master became unable to leave his bed. His voice grew feeble, and frequently a rattle sounded in his throat. His face darkened, his weak neck failed to sustain his head, and the grey tuft on his chin stuck up oddly. The physician came every day. Each time Rayisa gave the sick man medicine, he groaned hoarsely:


    “With poison, eh? Oh, oh, you wicked thing!”


    “If you don’t take it, I’ll throw it away.”


    “No, no! Leave it! and to-morrow I’ll call the police. I’ll ask them what you are poisoning me with.”


    Yevsey stood at the door, sticking first his eye, then his ear to the chink. He was ready to cry out in amazement at Rayisa’s patience. His pity for her rose in his breast more and more irrepressibly, and an ever keener desire for the death of the old man. It was difficult for him to breathe, as on a dry icy-cold day.


    The bed creaked. Yevsey heard the thin sounds of a spoon knocking against glass.


    “Mix it, mix it! You carrion!” mumbled the master.


    Once he ordered Rayisa to carry him to the sofa. She picked him up in her arms as if he were a baby. His yellow head lay upon her rosy shoulder, and his dark, shrivelled feet dangled limply in the folds of her white skirt.


    “God!” wailed the old man, lolling back on the broad sofa. “God, why hast Thou given over Thy servant into the hands of the wicked? Are my sins more grievous than their sins, O Lord? And can it be that the hour of my death is come?” He lost breath and his throat rattled. “Get away!” he went on in a wheezing voice. “You have poisoned one man — I saved you from hard labor, and now you are poisoning me — ugh, ugh, you lie!”


    Rayisa slowly moved aside. Yevsey now could see his master’s little dry body. His stomach rose and fell, his feet twitched, and his lips twisted spasmodically, as he opened and closed them, greedily gasping for air, and licked them with his thin tongue, at the same time displaying the black hollow of his mouth. His forehead and cheeks glistened with sweat, his little eyes, now looking large and deep, constantly followed Rayisa.


    “And I have nobody, no one near me on earth, no true friend. Why, O Lord?” The voice of the old man wheezed and broke. “You wanton, swear before the ikon that you are not poisoning me.


    Rayisa turned to the corner, and crossed herself.


    “I don’t believe you, I don’t believe you,” he muttered, clutching at the underwear on his breast and at the back of the sofa, and digging his nails into them.


    “Drink your medicine. It will be better for you,” Rayisa suddenly almost shrieked.


    “It will be better,” the old man repeated. “My dear, my only one, I will give you everything, my own Ray—”


    He stretched his bony arm toward her and beckoned to her to draw near him, shaking his black fingers.


    “Ah, I am sick of you, you detestable creature,” Rayisa cried in a stifled voice; and snatching the pillow from under his head she flung it over the old man’s face, threw herself upon it, and held his thin arms, which flashed in the air.


    “You have made me sick of you,” she cried again. “I can’t stand you any more. Go to the devil! Go, go!”


    Yevsey dropped to the floor. He heard the stifled rattle, the low squeak, the hollow blows; he understood that Rayisa was choking and squeezing the old man, and that his master kept beating his feet upon the sofa. He felt neither pity nor fear. He merely desired everything to be accomplished more quickly. So he covered his eyes and ears with his hands.


    The pain of a blow caused by the opening of the door compelled him to jump to his feet. Before him stood Rayisa arranging her hair, which hung over her shoulders.


    “Well, did you see it?” she asked gruffly. Her face was red, but now more calm. Her hands did not tremble.


    “I did,” replied Yevsey, nodding his head. He moved closer to Rayisa.


    “Well, if you want to, you can inform the police.”


    She turned and walked into the room leaving the door open. Yevsey remained at the door, trying not to look at the sofa.


    “Is he dead, quite dead?” he asked in a whisper.


    “Yes,” answered the woman distinctly.


    Then Yevsey turned his head, and regarded the little body of his master with indifferent eyes. Flat and dry it lay upon the sofa as if glued there. He looked at the corpse, then at Rayisa, and breathed a sigh of relief.


    In the corner near the bed the clock on the wall softly and irresolutely struck one and two. The woman started at each stroke. The last time she went up to the clock, and stopped the halting pendulum with an uncertain hand. Then she seated herself on the bed, putting her elbows on her knees and pressing her head in her hands. Her hair falling-down, covered her face and hands as with a dense dark veil.


    Scarcely touching the floor with his toes, so as not to break the stern silence, Yevsey went over to Rayisa, and stationed himself at her side, dully looking at her white round shoulder. The woman’s posture roused the desire to say something soothing to her.


    “That’s what he deserved,” he uttered in a low grave voice.


    The stillness round about was startled, but instantly settled down again, listening, expecting.


    “Open the window,” said Rayisa sternly. But when Yevsey walked away from her, she stopped him with a low question, “Are you afraid?”


    “No.”


    “Why not? You are a timid boy.”


    “When you are around, I’m not afraid.”


    “Are you sorry for him?”


    “No.”


    “Open the window.”


    The cold night air streamed into the room, and blew out the lamplight. The shadows quickly flickered on the wall and disappeared. The woman tossed her hair back and straightened herself to look at Yevsey with her large eyes.


    “Why am I going to ruin?” she asked in perplexity. “It has been this way all my life. From one pit to another, each deeper than the one before.”


    Yevsey again stationed himself beside her; they were silent for a long time. Finally she put her soft, but cool hand around his waist, and pressing him to her asked softly:


    “Listen, will you tell?”


    “No,” he answered, closing his eyes.


    “You won’t tell? To nobody? Never” the woman asked in a mournful tone.


    “Never!” he repeated quietly but firmly.


    “Don’t tell. I’ll be helpful to you,” she urged him, kindly stroking his cheek.


    She rose, looked around, and spoke to him in a businesslike way:


    “Dress yourself. It’s cold. And the room must be put in order a little. Go, get dressed.” When Yevsey returned he saw the master’s body completely covered with a blanket. Rayisa remained as she had been, half dressed with bare shoulders. This touched him. They set the room to rights, working without haste and looking at each other now and then silently and gravely.


    The boy felt that this silent nocturnal activity in the close room bound him more firmly to the woman, who was just as solitary as himself, and like him, knew terror. He tried to remain as near her as possible, and avoided looking at the master’s body.


    It began to dawn. Rayisa listened to the sound of the waking house and city. She sighed, and beckoned to Yevsey.


    “Now, go lie down and sleep. I will wake you soon, and send you with a note to Dorimedont Lukin. Go!” She led him to the chest upon which he slept and felt the bedding with her hand. “Oh, what a hard bed you have!”


    When he had lain down, she seated herself beside him, and stroked his head and shoulders with her soft smooth hand, while she spoke in a gentle chant.


    “Give him the note. And if he asks you how it happened, tell him you don’t know. Tell him you were asleep and didn’t see anything.”


    She was silent, and knit her brows. Overcome by exhaustion Yevsey, warmed by the woman’s body and lulled by her even speech, began to drowse.


    “No,” she continued, “that’s not right.”


    She gave her directions calmly and intelligently, and her caresses, warm and sweet, awakened memories of his mother. He felt good. He smiled.


    “Dorimedont Lukin is a spy, too,” he heard her lulling, even voice. “Be on your guard. Be careful. If he gets it out of you, I’ll say you knew everything and helped me. Then you’ll be put in prison, too.” Now she, too, smiled, and repeated, “In prison, and then hard labor. Do you understand?”


    “Yes,” Yevsey answered happily, looking into her face with half-closed eyes.


    “You are falling asleep. Well, sleep.” Happy and grateful he heard the words in his slumber. “Will you forget everything I told you? What a weak, thin little fellow you are! Sleep!”


    Yevsey fell asleep, but soon a stern voice awoke him.


    “Boy, get up! Quick! Boy!”


    He rose with a start of his whole body, and stretched out his hand. At his bed stood Dorimedont Lukin holding a cane.


    “Why are you sleeping? Your master died, yet you sleep.”


    “He’s tired. We didn’t sleep the whole night,” said Rayisa, who was looking in from the kitchen with her hat on and her umbrella in her hand.


    “Tired? On the day of your benefactor’s death you must weep, not sleep. Dress yourself.”


    The flat pimply face of the spy was stern. His words compelled Yevsey imperiously, like reins steering a docile horse.


    “Run to the police station. Here’s a note. Don’t lose it.”


    In a half fainting condition Yevsey dressed himself wearily, and went out in the street. He forced his eyes open as he ran over the pavement bumping into everyone he met.


    “I wish he would be buried soon,” he thought disconnectedly. “Dorimedont will frighten her, and she’ll tell him everything. Then I’ll go to prison, too. But if I am there with her, I won’t be afraid. She went after him herself, she didn’t send me, she was sorry to wake me up — or maybe she was afraid — how am I going to live now?”


    When he returned he found a black-bearded policeman and a grey old man in a long frock coat sitting in the room. Dorimedont was speaking to the policeman in a commanding voice.


    “Do you hear, Ivan Ivanovich, what the doctor says? So it was a cancer. Aha, there’s the boy. Hey, boy, go fetch half a dozen bottles of beer. Quick!”


    Rayisa was preparing coffee and an omelet in the kitchen. Her sleeves were drawn up over her elbow, and her white hands darted about dexterously.


    “When you come back, I’ll give you coffee,” she promised Yevsey, smiling.


    Yevsey was kept running all day. He had no chance to observe what was happening in the house, but felt that everything was going well with Rayisa. She was more beautiful than ever. Everybody looked at her with satisfaction.


    At night when almost sick with exhaustion Yevsey lay down in bed with an unpleasant sticky taste in his mouth, he heard Dorimedont say to Rayisa in an emphatic, authoritative tone:


    “We mustn’t let that boy out of our sight, you understand? He’s stupid.”


    Then he and Rayisa entered Yevsey’s room. The spy put out his hand with an important air, and said snuffling:


    “Get up! Tell us how you’re going to live now.”


    “I don’t know.”


    “If you don’t know, who is to know?” The spy’s eyes bulged, his face and nose grew purple. He breathed hotly and noisily, resembling an overheated oven. “I know,” he answered himself, raising the finger on which was the ring.


    “You will live with us, with me,” said Rayisa kindly.


    “Yes, you will live with us, and I will find a good place for you.”


    Yevsey was silent.


    “Well, what’s the matter with you?”


    “Nothing,” said Yevsey after a pause.


    “You ought to thank me, you little fool,” Dorimedont explained condescendingly.


    Yevsey felt that the little grey eyes held him fast to something as if with nails.


    “We’ll be better to you than relatives,” continued Dorimedont, walking away, and leaving behind the heavy odor of beer, sweat, and grease.


    Yevsey opened the window, and listened to the grumbling and stirring of the dark, exhausted city sinking into sleep. A sharp aching pain stole up from somewhere. Faintness seized the boy’s body. A thin cord, as it were, cut at his heart, and made breathing difficult. He lay down and groaned and peered into the darkness with frightened eyes. Wardrobes and trunks moved about in the obscurity, black dancing spots rocking to and fro. Walls scarcely visible turned and twisted. All this oppressed Yevsey with unconquerable fear, and pushed him into a stifling corner, from which it was impossible to escape.


    In Rayisa’s room the spy guffawed.


    “M-m-m-my! Ha, ha, ha! It’s nothing — it will pass away — ha, ha! You’ll get used—”


    Yevsey thrust his head under the pillow in order not to hear these irritating exclamations. A minute later, unable to catch his breath, he jumped from bed. The dry dark feet of his master flashed before him, his little red sickly eyes lighted up. Yevsey uttered a short shriek, and ran to Rayisa’s door with outstretched hands. He pushed against it and cried:


    “I’m afraid.”


    Two large bodies in the room bounded to their feet. Someone bawled in a startled angry voice:


    “Get out of there!”


    Yevsey fell to his knees, and sank down on the floor at their feet like a frightened lizard.


    “I’m afraid! I’m afraid!” he squeaked.


    The following days were taken up with preparations for the funeral and with the removal of Rayisa to Dorimedont’s quarters. Yevsey flung himself about like a little bird in a cloud of dark fear. Only occasionally did the timid thought flicker in his mind like a will o’ the wisp, “What will become of me?” It saddened his heart, and awoke the desire to run away and hide himself. But everywhere he met the eagle eyes of Dorimedont, and heard his dull voice:


    “Boy, quick!”


    The command resounded within Yevsey, and pushed him from side to side. He ran about for whole days at a time. In the evening he fell asleep empty and exhausted, and his sleep was heavy and black and full of terrible dreams.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VIII


    
      
    


    FROM this life Yevsey awoke in a dusky corner of a large room with a low ceiling. He sat holding a pen in his hand at a table covered with dirty green oilcloth, and before him lay a thick book in which there was writing, and a few pages of blank ruled paper. He did not understand what he had to do with all this apparatus, and looked around helplessly.


    There were many tables in the room with two or four persons at each. They sat there with a tired and vexed expression on their faces, moving their pens rapidly, smoking much, and now and then casting curt words at one another. The pungent blue smoke floated to the window casements, where it met the deafening noise that entered importunately from the street. Numberless flies buzzed about the occupants’ heads, crawled over the tables and notices on the walls, and knocked against the panes. They resembled the people who filled this stifling filthy cage with their bustle.


    Gendarmes stood at the doors, officers came and went, various persons entered, exchanged greetings, smiled obsequiously, and sighed. Their rapid, plaintive talk, which kept up a constant see-saw, was broken and drowned by the stern calls of the clerks.


    Yevsey sat in his corner with his neck stretched over the table and his transparent eyes wide open, scrutinizing the different clerks in an attempt to remember their faces and figures. He wanted to find someone among them who would help him. The instinct of self-protection, now awakened in him, concentrated all his oppressed feelings, all his broken thoughts, into one clear endeavor to adapt himself to this place and these people, as soon as possible, in order to make himself unnoticed among them.


    All the clerks, young and old, had something in common, a certain seedy and worn appearance. They were all equally dejected, but they easily grew excited and shouted, gesticulating and showing their teeth. There were many elderly and bald-headed men among them, of whom several had red hair and two grey hair. Of the two, one was a tall man who wore his hair long and had a large mustache, resembling a priest, whose beard has been shaved off. The other was a red-faced man with a huge beard and a bare skull. It was the last who had put Yevsey into a corner, set a book before him, and, tapping his finger upon it, had told him to copy certain parts of it.


    Now an elderly woman all in black stood before this old man, and drawled in a plaintive tone:


    “Little father, gracious sir.”


    “You disturb me in my work,” shouted the old man without looking at her.


    And at the door sitting upon a bench a little thin young girl in a pink dress was sobbing and wiping her face with her white apron.


    “I am not guilty.”


    “Who is whining there?” asked a sharp voice.


    The outsiders who came in did nothing but complain, make requests, and justify themselves. They spoke while standing, humbly and tearfully. The officials, on the other hand, remained seated and shouted at them, now angrily, now in ridicule, and now wearily. Paper rustled, and pens squeaked, and all this noise was penetrated by the steady weeping of the girl.


    “Aleksey,” the man with the grey beard called aloud, “take this woman away from here.” His eyes were arrested by the sight of Klimkov. He walked up to him hastily, and asked gruffly, in astonishment, “What’s the matter with you? Why aren’t you writing?”


    Yevsey dropped his head, and was silent.


    “Hmm, another fool given a job,” said the old man shrugging his shoulders. “Hey, Zarubin!” he shouted as he walked away.


    A dry thin boy with a low forehead and restless eyes and black curls on a small head sat down beside Yevsey.


    “What’s the trouble?” he asked, nudging Yevsey’s side with his elbow.


    “I don’t understand what to do,” explained Klimkov in a frightened tone.


    From somewhere within the youngster in the region of his stomach came a hollow, broken sound, “Ugh!”


    “I’ll teach you,” he said in a low voice, as if communicating some important secret. “I’ll teach you, and you’ll give me half a ruble. Got half a ruble?”


    “No.”


    “When you get your pay? All right?”


    “All right.”


    The boy seized the paper, and in the same mysterious tone continued:


    “You see? The first names and the family names are marked in the book with red dots. Well, you must copy them on this paper. When you are done, call me, and I’ll see whether you haven’t put down a pack of lies. My name is Yakov Zarubin.”


    Again a sound seemed to break inside the boy’s body and drop softly, “Ugh!” He glided nimbly between the tables, his elbows pressed to his sides, his wrists to his breast. He turned his small black head in all directions, and darted his narrow little eyes about the room. Yevsey looked after him, then reverently dipped pen in ink, and began to write. Soon he settled into that pleasant state of forgetfulness of his surroundings which had grown customary with him. He became absorbed in the work, which required no thought, and in it he lost his fear.


    Yevsey quickly became accustomed to his new position. He did everything mechanically, and was ready to serve anyone at any time. In order the more immediately to get away from people, he subordinated himself submissively to everybody, and cleverly took refuge in his work from the cold curiosity and the cruel pranks of his fellow-clerks. Taciturn and reserved, he created for himself an unperceived existence in his corner. He lived like a nocturnal bird perched upon a dark post of observation without understanding the meaning of the noisy, motley days that passed before his round fathomless eyes.


    Every hour he heard complaints, groans, ejaculations of fright, the stern voices of the police officers, the irritated grumbling and angry fun of the clerks. Often people were beaten on their faces, and dragged out of the door by their necks. Not infrequently blood was drawn. Sometimes policemen brought in persons bound with ropes, bruised and bellowing with pain.


    The thieves who were led in wore an embarrassed air, but smiled at everybody as on a familiar. The street women also smiled ingratiatingly, and always arranged their dress with one and the same gesture. Those who had no passports observed a sullen or dejected silence, and looked askance at all with a hopeless gaze. The political offenders under police supervision came in proudly. They disputed and shouted, and never greeted anybody connected with the place. They behaved toward all there with tranquil contempt or pronounced hostility. This class of culprits was talked of a great deal in the chancery, almost always in fun, sometimes inimically. But under the ridicule and enmity Yevsey felt a hidden interest and something like reverent awe of these people who spoke so loudly and independently with everybody.


    The greatest interest of the clerks was aroused by the political spies. These were men with indeterminate physiognomies, taciturn and severe. They were spoken of with keen envy. The clerks said they made huge sums of money, and related with terror how everything was known to them, everything open, and how immeasurable was their power over people’s lives. They could fix every person, so that no matter where he moved he would inevitably land in prison.


    The broad gaze of Klimkov lightly embraced everything moving about him. He imperceptibly gathered up experience, which his weak, uninformed mind was incapable of combining into a harmonious whole. But the numerous impressions heaping up one upon the other were forced into unity by the very weight of their mass, and aroused an unconscious greed for new observations. They sharpened his curiosity, and unexpectedly pointed to conclusions, secretly hinted at certain possibilities which sometimes frightened Yevsey by their boldness.


    No one about him pitied anybody else. Neither was Yevsey sorry for people. It began to seem to him that all were feigning even when they cried and groaned from beatings. In all eyes he saw something concealed, something distrustful, and more than once his ear caught the cry, threatening though not uttered aloud:


    “Wait, our turn will come some day, too.”


    In the evening, during those hours when he sat almost alone in the large room and recalled the impressions of the day, everything seemed superfluous and unreal, everything was unintelligible, a hindrance to people, and caused them perplexity and vexation. All seemed to know that they ought to live quietly, without malice, but for some reason no one wanted to tell the others his secret of a different life. No one trusted his neighbor, everybody lied, and made others lie. The irritation caused by this system of life was clearly apparent. All complained aloud of its burdensomeness, each looked upon the other as upon a dangerous enemy, and dissatisfaction in life waged war with mistrust, cutting the soul in two.


    Klimkov did not dare to think in this wise, but he felt more and more clearly the lack of order and the oppressive weight of everything that whirled around him. At times he was seized by a heavy, debilitating sense of boredom. His fingers grew languid, he put the pen aside, and rested his head on the table, looking long and motionlessly into the murky twilight of the room. He painstakingly endeavored to find in the depths of his soul that which was essential to him.


    Then his chief, the long-nosed old man with the shaven face and grey mustache would shout to him:


    “Klimkov, are you asleep?”


    Yevsey would seize the pen and say to himself with a sigh:


    “It will pass away.”


    But Yevsey could not make out whether he still believed in the phrase, or had already ceased to believe in it and was merely saying it to himself for the sake of saying it.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER IX


    
      
    


    IN the morning Rayisa half dressed, with a kneaded face and dim eyes, gave Yevsey his coffee without speaking to him. Dorimedont coughed and spat in her room. Now his dull voice began to sound even louder and more authoritative than ever. At dinner and supper he munched noisily, licked his lips, thrust his thick tongue far out, bellowed, and looked at the food greedily before he began to eat. His red pimply face grew glossy, and his little grey eyes glided over Yevsey’s face like two cold bugs, unpleasantly tickling his skin.


    “I know how hard life is, brother,” he said. “I know what’s what. I know what a pound of good and what a pound of bad is worth to a man, yes, sir. And you had good luck to come to me at once. Here I have placed you in a position, and I am going to push you farther and farther to the highest point possible — if you aren’t a fool, of course.”


    He swung his bulky body as he spoke, and the chair under him groaned. Yevsey as he listened to his talk felt that this man could force him to do everything he wanted.


    


    Sometimes the spy announced boastfully in self-applause:


    “I received thanks again to-day from my chief Filip Filippovich. He even gave me his hand.” Once at supper Dorimedont pulled Yevsey’s ear and began a recital.


    “About two months ago I was sitting in a restaurant near a railroad station, and I saw a man eating cutlets. He kept looking around and consulting his watch. You must know, Yevsey, that an honest man with an easy mind doesn’t glance around in all directions. People do not interest him, and he always knows the time. The only persons who look about for people are the agents of the Department of Safety and criminals. Of course, I kept my eye on the gentleman. The suburban train pulled in, another little gentleman comes into the restaurant, a dark fellow with a little beard, apparently a Jew. He wore two flowers in his buttonhole, a red and a white one — a sign. I see them greet each other with their eyes. ‘Aha!’ thinks I. The dark man ordered something to eat, drank a glass of Selters, and walked out. The one who had been in the restaurant first followed him leisurely, and I after them.”


    Dorimedont puffed up his cheeks, and then blew a stream of air steeped with the odor of meat and beer into Yevsey’s face. Yevsey ducked his head, and the spy burst out laughing. Then he belched noisily, and continued raising his thick finger.


    “For a month and twenty-three days I tracked the two men. Finally I reported them. I said I was on the track of suspicious people. They went away, and came back again. Who are they? The fair-haired fellow who had eaten the cutlet said, ‘It’s none of your business.’ But the Jew gave his real name, and on inquiry it turned out we needed the man. Along with him we took a woman known to us — the third time she fell into our hands. We went to various other places, picked the people up like mushrooms. But we knew the whole gang. I was a good deal put out, when suddenly yesterday the fair-haired man gave us his name. He turned out to be an important fellow escaped from Siberia. Well, well, New Year I am to expect a reward.”


    Rayisa listened looking over the spy’s head, while she slowly chewed a crust of bread and bit off little pieces at a time.


    “You catch them, and catch them, but they’re not exterminated,” she said lazily.


    The spy smiled, and answered impressively: “You don’t understand politics. That’s why you talk nonsense, my dear. We don’t want to exterminate these people altogether. They serve as sparks to show us where the fire really begins. That’s what Filip Filippovich says, and he himself was once a political, moreover, a Jew. Yes, yes. It’s a very sharp game.”


    Yevsey’s gaze wandered gloomily about the contracted room. The walls papered in yellow were hung with portraits of Czars, generals, and naked women. These motley, obtrusive spots fairly cut the eyes, recalling sores and wounds on the body of a sick person. The furniture, smelling of whiskey and warm, greasy food, pressed close against the walls, as if to withdraw from the people. The lamp burned under a green shade, and cast dead shadows upon the faces.


    For some reason Yevsey recollected the old sickly flat-nosed beggar with the restless eyes of a sharper, whom he met almost every day on his way to the office. The beggar pretended to be a jolly fellow, and would chant garrulously as he stretched out his hand for alms:


    


    “Stout of body, red of nose,


    Pining for the want of booze; Prithee, help God’s pilgrim true,


    Charity to whom ’tis due!


    Help my burning thirst to slake,


    Rum, oh rum, for the Lord’s sake!”


    


    The spy put his hand across the table, and pulled Yevsey’s hair.


    “When I speak, you must listen.”


    Dorimedont often beat Klimkov. Though his blows were not painful, they were particularly insulting, as if he struck not the face but the soul. He was especially fond of hitting Yevsey on the head with the heavy ring he wore on his finger, when he would knock the boy’s skull so that a strange dry cracking sound was emitted. Each time Yevsey was dealt a blow Rayisa would say indifferently, moving her brows:


    “Stop, Dorimedont Lukin. Don’t.”


    “Well, well, he won’t be chopped to pieces. He has to be taught.”


    Rayisa grew thinner, blue circles appeared under her eyes, her gaze became still more immobile and dull. On evenings when the spy was away from home she sent Yevsey for whiskey, which she gulped down in little glassfuls at a time. Then she spoke to him in an even voice. What she said was confused and unintelligible, and she frequently halted and sighed. Her large body grew flabby, she undid one button after the other, untied her ribbons, and half-dressed spread herself on the armchair like sour dough.


    “I am bored,” she said shaking her head. “Bored! If you were handsomer, or older, you might divert me in my gloom. Oh, how useless you are!”


    Yevsey hung his head in silence. His heart was pricked with the burning cold of insult.


    “Well, why are you staring at the floor?” he heard her sad complaining. “Others at your age would have started to love girls long ago; they live a living life. While you — oh, how irresponsive you are!”


    Sometimes, after she had drunk whiskey, she drew him to herself, and toyed with him. This awoke a complex feeling of fear, shame, and sharp yet not bold curiosity. He shut his eyes tightly, and yielded himself silently, involuntarily, to the power of her shameless, coarse hands. The weak, anæmic boy was oppressed by the debilitating premonition of something terrible.


    “Go to bed, go! Oh, my God!” she exclaimed, pushing him away, dissatisfied and disgusted.


    Yevsey left her to go to the anteroom in which he slept. Gradually losing the undefined warm feeling he had for her, he withdrew into himself more and more.


    As he lay in bed filled with a sense of insult and sharp, disagreeable excitement, he heard Rayisa singing in a thick cooing voice — always the same song — and heard the clink of the bottle against the glass.


    But once on a dark night when fine streams of autumn rain lashed the window near his room with a howl, Rayisa succeeded in arousing in the youngster the feeling she needed.


    “There, now,” she said, smiling a drunken smile. “Now you are my paramour. You see how good it is? Eh?”


    He stood at the bed also intoxicated of a sudden. His feet trembled, he was out of breath. He looked at her large, soft body, at her broad face spread in a smile. He was no longer ashamed, but his heart was seized with the grief of loss, and it sank within him outraged. For some reason he wanted to weep. But he was silent. This woman was a stranger to him, unnecessary and unpleasant; all the good kind feelings he had cherished for her were at one gulp swallowed up by her greedy body, and disappeared into it without leaving a trace, like belated drops in a muddy pool.


    “We’ll live together, and we’ll give Dorimedont the go-by, the pig.”


    “But won’t he find out?” inquired Yevsey quietly.


    “Oh, you little coward, come here!”


    He did not dare to refuse, but now the woman was no longer able to overcome his enmity to her. She toyed with him a long time, and smiled with an air of having been offended. Then she roughly pushed his bony body from her, uttered an oath, and went away.


    When Yevsey was left alone he thought in despair.


    “Now she will ruin me. She’ll store this up against me. I am lost.”


    He looked through the window. Something formless and frightened throbbed in the darkness. It wept, lashed the window with a doleful howl, scraped along the wall, jumped on the roof, and fell down into the street moaning and wailing. A cautious seductive thought stole into his mind.


    “Suppose I tell Kapiton Ivanovich to-morrow that she suffocated the old man!”


    The question frightened Yevsey, and for a long time he was unable to push it away.


    “She will ruin me, one way or the other,” he answered himself. Yet the question persistently stood before him beckoning to him.


    In the morning, however, it seemed that Rayisa had forgotten about the tragic, violent incident of the night before. She gave him his bread and coffee lazily and with an indifferent air. As always, she was half sick from the previous day’s drinking. By neither word nor look did she hint of her changed relation to him.


    He left for the office somewhat calmed, and from that day he began to remain in the office for night work. He would walk home very slowly so as to arrive as late as possible, because it was difficult for him to remain alone with the woman. He was afraid to speak to her, dreading lest she remember that night when she had destroyed Yevsey’s feeling for her. Feeble though it had been, it had yet been dear to him.


    Yakov Zarubin and Yevsey’s chief, Kapiton Ivanovich, the man with the grey mustache, whom everybody called Smokestack behind his back, remained in the chancery with him for night work more frequently than the others. The chief’s shaven face was often covered with little red stubble, which glistened golden from afar, and at close range resembled tiny twigs. From under his grey lashes and the eyelids that drooped wearily spiritless eyes gleamed angrily. He spoke in a grumbling growl, and incessantly smoked thick yellow cigarettes. The clouds of bluish smoke always hovering about his large white head distinguished him from all the others workers, and won him the nickname, Smokestack.


    “What a grave man he is,” Yevsey once said to Zarubin.


    “He’s cracked in the upper story,” Zarubin answered, pointing to his head. “He spent almost a whole year in an insane asylum. But he’s a quiet man.”


    Yevsey saw that sometimes the Smokestack took a small black book from the pocket of his long grey jacket, brought it close to his face, and mumbled something through his mustache, which moved up and down.


    “Is that a prayer-book?”


    “I don’t know.”


    Zarubin’s swarthy face quivered spasmodically. His little eyes bulged, he swung himself over toward Yevsey, and whispered hotly.


    “Do you go to girls?”


    “No.”


    “Why?”


    Yevsey answered in embarrassment:


    “I’m afraid.”


    “Ugh! Come with me. All right? We can get it for nothing. We need only twenty-five kopeks for beer. If we say we are from the Department of Police, they’ll let us in, and give us girls for nothing. They are afraid of police officers. Everybody is afraid of us.” In a still lower voice, but with more fire and appetite he continued. “And what girls there are! Stout, warm, like down feather-beds! They’re the best, by golly! Some fondle you like your own mother, stroke your head, and so you fall asleep. It’s good!”


    “Have you a mother?”


    “Yes, only I live with my aunt. My mother is a sow. She’s a lewd woman, and lives with a butcher for her support. I don’t go to her. The butcher won’t let me. Once I went there, and he kicked me on the back. Ugh!”


    Zarubin’s little mouse ears quivered, his narrow eyes rolled queerly, he tugged at the black down on his upper lip with a convulsive movement of his fingers, and throbbed all over with excitement.


    “Why are you such a quiet fellow? You ought to be bolder, or else they’ll crush you with work. I was afraid at first, too, so they rode all over me. Come, let’s be friends for the rest of our lives!”


    Though Yevsey did not like Zarubin and was intimidated by his extreme agility, he replied:


    “All right. Let’s be friends.”


    “Your hand. There, it’s done! So to-morrow we’ll go to the girls?”


    “No, I won’t go.”


    They did not notice the Smokestack coming up to them.


    “Well, Yakov, who will do whom?” he growled.


    “We’re not fighting,” said Zarubin, sullenly and disrespectfully.


    “You lie,” said the Smokestack. “Say, Klimkov, don’t give in to him, do you hear?”


    “I do,” said Yevsey rising before him.


    A feeling of reverent curiosity drew him to the man. Once, as usual unexpectedly to himself, he took courage to speak to the Smokestack.


    “Kapiton Ivanovich.”


    “What is it?”


    “I want to ask you, if you please—”


    Without looking at him, the Smokestack said: “Get up some spunk! Get up some spunk!”


    “Why do people live so badly?” Yevsey brought out with a great effort.


    The old man raised his heavy brows.


    “What business is it of yours?” he rejoined, looking into Klimkov’s face.


    Yevsey was staggered. The old man’s question was like a blow on the chest. It stood before him in all the power of its inexplicable simplicity.


    “Aha!” said the old man quietly. Then he drew his brows together, whipped a black book from his pocket, and tapping it with his finger said, “The New Testament. Have you read it?”


    “Yes.”


    “Did you understand it?”


    “No,” answered Yevsey timidly.


    “Read it again. Well, anyway—” Moving his mustache the old man hid the book in his pocket. “I’ve been reading this book for three years, yes, three years. Nobody understands it. It’s a book for children, for the pure of heart. No one can understand it.”


    He grumbled kindly, and Yevsey felt a desire to ask more questions. They did not formulate themselves, however. The old man lighted a cigarette, the smoke enveloped him, and he apparently forgot about his interlocutor. Klimkov glided off quietly. His attraction for the Smokestack had grown stronger, and he thought:


    “It would be good for me to sit nearer to him.” Henceforth this became his dream, which, however, came into direct conflict with the dream of Yakov Zarubin.


    “You know what?” Zarubin said in a hot whisper. “Let’s try to get into the Department of Safety, and become political spies. Then what a life we’ll lead! Ugh!”


    Yevsey was silent. The political spies frightened him because of their stern eyes and the mystery surrounding their dark business and dark life.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER X


    
      
    


    AN accident happened at home. Dorimedont appeared late at night in tom clothes, without hat or cane, his face bruised and smeared with blood. His bulky body shook, tears ran down his swollen cheeks. He sobbed, and said in a hollow voice:


    “It’s all over! I must go away — to another city — the minute I can.”


    Rayisa silently, without haste, wiped his face with a towel dipped in brandy and water. He started and groaned.


    “Not so rough! Not so rough! The beasts! How they beat me — with clubs. To beat a man with clubs! Please be more careful. Don’t you understand?”


    Yevsey handed the water, removed the spy’s shoes, and listened to his groans. He took secret satisfaction in his tears and blood. Accustomed as he was to see people beaten until blood was drawn, their outcries did not touch him even though he remembered the pain of the pummelings he had received in his childhood.


    “Who did it to you?” asked Rayisa when the spy was settled in bed.


    


    “They trapped me, surrounded me, in a suburb near a thread factory. Now I must go to another city. I will ask for a transfer.”


    When Yevsey lay down to sleep, the spy and Rayisa began to quarrel aloud.


    “I won’t go,” said the woman in a loud and unusually firm voice.


    “Keep quiet! Don’t excite a sick man!” the spy exclaimed with tears in his voice.


    “I won’t go!”


    “I will make you.”


    In the morning Yevsey understood by Rayisa’s stony face and the spy’s angry excitement that the two did not agree. At supper they began to quarrel again. The spy, who had grown stronger during the day, cursed and swore. His swollen blue face was horrible to look upon, his right hand was in a sling, and he shook his left hand menacingly. Rayisa, pale and imperturbable, rolled her round eyes, and followed the swinging of his red hand.


    “Never, I’ll never go,” she stubbornly repeated, scarcely varying her words.


    “Why not?”


    “I don’t want to.”


    “But you know I can ruin you.”


    “I don’t care.”


    “No, you’ll go.”


    “I won’t.”


    “We shall see. Who are you anyway? Have you forgotten?”


    “It’s all the same to me.”


    “All right.”


    After supper the spy wrapped his face in his scarf, and departed without saying anything. Rayisa sent Yevsey for whiskey. When he had brought her a bottle of table whiskey and another bottle of some dark liquid, she poured a portion of the contents of each into a cup, sipped the entire draught, and remained standing a long time with her eyes screwed up and wiping her neck with the palm of her hand.


    “Do you want some?” she asked, nodding over the bottle. “No? Take a drink. You’ll begin to drink some time or other anyway.”


    Yevsey looked at her high bosom, which had already begun to wither, at her little mouth, into her round dimmed eyes, and remembering how she had been before, he pitied her with a melancholy pity. He felt heavy and gloomy in the presence of this woman.


    “Ah, Yevsey,” she said, “if one could only live his whole life with a clean conscience.”


    Her lips twitched spasmodically. She filled a cup and offered it to him.


    “Drink!”


    He shook his head in declination.


    “You little coward!” she laughed quietly.


    “Life is hard for you — I understand. But why you live I don’t understand. Why? Tell me.”


    “Just so,” answered Yevsey gloomily. “I live. What else is one to do?”


    Rayisa looked at him, and said tenderly:


    “I think you are going to choke yourself.” Yevsey was aggrieved and sighed. He settled himself more firmly in his chair.


    Rayisa paced through the room, stepping lazily and inaudibly. She stopped before a mirror, and looked at her face long without winking. She felt her full white neck with her hands, her shoulders quivered, her hands dropped heavily, and she began again to pace the room, her hips moving up and down. She hummed without opening her mouth. Her voice was stifled like the groan of one who suffers from toothache.


    A lamp covered with a green shade was burning on the table. Through the window the round disk of the moon could be seen in the vacant heavens. The moon, too, looked green, as it hung there motionless like the shadows in the room, and it augured ill.


    “I am going to bed,” said Yevsey rising from his chair.


    Rayisa did not answer, and did not look at him. Then he stepped to the door, and repeated in a lower voice:


    “Good-night. I am going to sleep.”


    “Go, I’m not keeping you. Go.”


    Yevsey understood that Rayisa felt nauseated. He wanted to tell her something.


    “Can I do anything for you?” he inquired, stopping at the door.


    She looked into his face with her weary sleepy eyes.


    “No, nothing,” she answered quietly after a pause.


    She walked up and down in the room for a long time. Yevsey heard the rustle of her skirt and the doleful sound of her song, and the clinking of the bottles. Occasionally she coughed dully.


    Rayisa’s composed words stood motionless in Yevsey’s heart, “I think you are going to choke yourself.” They lay upon him heavily, pressing like stones.


    In the middle of the night the spy awoke Klimkov rudely.


    “Where is Rayisa?” he asked in a loud whisper. “Where did she go? Has she been gone long? You don’t know? You fool!”


    Dorimedont left the room hastily, then thrust his head through the door, and asked sternly:


    “What was she doing?”


    “Nothing.”


    “Was she drinking?”


    “Yes.”


    “The pig!”


    The spy pulled his ear, and disappeared.


    “Why did he speak in a whisper?” Yevsey wondered.


    The light in the lamp flickered and went out. The spy uttered an oath, then began to strike matches, which flared up, frightening the darkness, and went out. Finally a pale ray from the room reached Yevsey’s bed. It quivered timidly, and seemed to seek something in the narrow ante-room. Dorimedont entered again. One of his eyes was closed from the swelling, the other, light and restless, quickly looked about the walls, and halted at Yevsey’s face.


    “Didn’t Rayisa say anything to you?”


    “No.”


    “Such a stupid woman!”


    Yevsey felt awkward to be lying down in the presence of the spy, and he raised himself.


    “Stay where you are! Stay where you are!” said Dorimedont hastily, and sat down on the bed at Yevsey’s feet.


    “If you were a year older,” he began in an unusually kind, quiet, and thoughtful tone, “I would get you into the Department of Safety as a political agent. It’s a very good position. The salary is not large, but if you are successful, you get rewarded. And it’s a free life. You can go wherever you want, have a good time, yes, indeed. Rayisa is a beautiful woman, isn’t she?”


    “Yes, beautiful,” agreed Yevsey.


    “Yes, ahem,” said the spy, with a sigh and a strange smile. He kept stroking the bandage on his head with his left hand, and pinching his ear. “Woman you can never have enough of — the mother of temptation and sin. — Where did she go? What do you think?”


    “I don’t know,” answered Yevsey quietly, beginning to be afraid of something.


    “Of course. She has no paramour. No men came to her. Do you know what, Yevsey? Don’t be in a hurry with women. You have time enough for that. They cost dear, brother. Here am I, who have made thousands and thousands of rubles, and what’s become of them?”


    


    Heavy, cumbersome, bound with rags, he shook before Yevsey’s eyes, and seemed ready to fall to pieces. His dull voice sounded uneasy. His left hand constantly felt of his head and his breast.


    “Ah, I got mixed up with them a great deal!” he said peering suspiciously around the dark corners of the room. “It’s troublesome, but you can’t get along without them. Nothing better in the world. Some say cards are better, but card-players can’t get along without women either. Nor does hunting make you proof against women. Nothing does.”


    In the morning Klimkov saw the spy sleeping on the sofa with his clothes on. The room was filled with smoke and the smell of kerosene from the lamp, which had not been extinguished. Dorimedont was snoring, his large mouth wide open, his sound hand dangling over the floor. He was repulsive and pitiful.


    It grew light, and a pale square piece of sky peeped into the little window. The flies awoke, and buzzed plaintively, darting about on the grey background of the window. Besides the smell of kerosene the room was penetrated with some other odor, thick and irritating.


    After putting out the lamp Yevsey for some reason washed himself in a great hurry, dressed, and started for the office.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XI


    
      
    


    AT about noon Zarubin called out to Yevsey.


    “Hey there, Klimkov, you know Rayisa Petrovna Fialkovskaya, she’s your master Lukin’s mistress, isn’t she?”


    “Yes.”


    “There now!”


    “What’s the matter?” asked Yevsey hastily.


    “She cut her throat.”


    Yevsey rose to his feet, stung in the back by a sharp blow of terror.


    “She was just found in a store-room. Let’s go and look.”


    Zarubin ran off, announcing to the clerks on his way:


    “I told you she was Dorimedont Lukin’s mistress.”


    He shouted the word “mistress” with particular emphasis and zest.


    Yevsey looked after him with wide-open eyes. Before him in the air hung Rayisa’s head, her heavy luxuriant hair flowed from it in streams, her face was pale green, her, lips were tightly compressed, and instead of eyes there were deep dark stains. Everything round about him was hidden behind the dead face, which Yevsey, numb with terror and pity, was unable to remove from his vision.


    “Why don’t you go to lunch?” asked the Smokestack.


    Scarcely anybody remained in the office. Yevsey sighed and answered:


    “My mistress cut her throat.”


    “Oh, yes. Well, go to the café.”


    The Smokestack walked off carefully picking his steps. Yevsey jumped up and seized his hand:


    “Take me.”


    “Come.”


    “No, take me to stay with you altogether,” Yevsey besought him.


    The Smokestack bent toward him.


    “What do you mean by ‘altogether?’”


    “To your rooms — to live with you — for all the time.”


    “Aha! Well, in the meantime let’s get our lunch. Come on.”


    In the café a canary bird kept up a piercing song. The old man silently ate fried potatoes. Yevsey was unable to eat, and looked into his companion’s face inquiringly.


    “So you want to live with me? Well, come on.”


    When Yevsey heard these words, he instantly felt that they partitioned him off from the terrible life. Encouraged he said gratefully: “I will clean your shoes for you.”


    The Smokestack thrust his long foot shod in a torn boot from under the table.


    “You needn’t clean this one. How about your mistress? Was she a good woman?”


    The old man’s eyes looked directly and kindly, and seemed to say:


    “Speak the truth.”


    “I don’t know,” said Yevsey, dropping his head, and for the first time feeling that he used the phrase very often.


    “So?” said the Smokestack. “So?”


    “I don’t know anything,” said Yevsey, disappointed with himself. Suddenly he grew bold. “I see this and that; but what it is, what for, why, I cannot understand. And there must be another life.”


    “Another?” repeated the Smokestack, screwing up his eyes.


    “Yes. It would be impossible otherwise.” The Smokestack smiled quietly. He hit his knife on the table, and shouted to the waiter:


    “A bottle of beer. So it can’t be otherwise? That’s curious. Yes — we’ll see who will do whom.”


    “Do, please, let me live with you,” Yevsey repeated.


    “Well, we’ll live together. All right.”


    “I’ll come to you to-day.”


    “Come on.”


    The Smokestack began to drink his beer in silence.


    When they returned to the office, they found Dorimedont Lukin there, who hastened up to Yevsey. His bandages had loosened, the one eye visible was suffused with blood.


    “Did you hear about Rayisa?” he inquired gravely.


    “Yes, I did.”


    “She did it out of — it was drink that did it, upon my word,” whispered the spy, putting his uninjured hand to his breast.


    “I won’t go back there any more,” said Yevsey.


    “What then? Where will you go?”


    “I am going to live with Kapiton Ivanovich.”


    “Um-m-m I”


    Dorimedont suddenly became embarrassed, and looked around.


    “Take care! He’s not in his right senses. They keep him here from pity. He’s even a dangerous man. Be careful with him. Keep mum about all you know.”


    Yevsey thought the spy would fly into a passion. He was surprised at his whispering, and listened attentively to what he said.


    “I am going to leave the city. Good-by. I am going to tell my chief about you, and when he needs a new man, he will take you, rest assured. Move your bed and whatever there is in my rooms to your new quarters. Take the things to-day, do you hear? I’ll go from there this evening to a hotel. Here are five rubles for you. They’ll be useful to you. Now, keep quiet, do you understand?”


    He continued to whisper long and rapidly, his eyes running about suspiciously on all sides, and when the door opened he started from his chair as if to run away. The smell of an ointment emanated from him. He seemed to have grown less bulky and lower in stature, and to have lost his importance.


    “Good-by,” he said, placing his hand on Yevsey’s shoulder. “Live carefully, don’t trust people, especially women. Know the value of money. Buy with silver, save the gold, don’t scorn copper, defend yourself with iron — a Cossack saying. I am a Cossack, you know.”


    It was hard and tiresome for Yevsey to listen to his softened voice. He did not believe one word of the spy’s, and, as always, feared him. Klimkov felt relieved when he walked away, and went eagerly at his work, trying to use it as a shield against the recollection of Rayisa and all other troublesome thoughts. Something turned and bestirred itself within him that day. He felt he was standing on the eve of another life, and gazed after the Smokestack from the corners of his eyes. The old man bent over his table in a cloud of grey smoke. Yevsey involuntarily thought:


    “How everything happens at once. There she cut her throat, and now maybe I will—”


    He could not picture to himself what might be; in fact, he did not understand what he wanted, and impatiently awaited the evening, working quickly in an endeavor to shorten the time.


    In the evening as he walked along the street at the Smokestack’s side, he remarked that almost everybody noticed the old man, some even stopping to look at him. He walked not rapidly but in long strides, swinging his body and thrusting his head forward like a crane. He held his hands behind his back, and his open jacket spreading wide flapped against his sides like broken wings. In Klimkov’s eyes the attention the old man attracted seemed to sever him from the rest of the world.


    “What is your name?”


    “Yevsey.”


    “John is a good name,” observed the old man, arranging his crumpled hat with his long hand. “I had a son named John.”


    “Where is he?”


    “That doesn’t concern you,” answered the old man calmly. After taking several steps he added in the same tone, “If I say ‘had,’ that means I have him no longer, no longer.” He stuck out his lower lip, and pinched it with his little finger. “We shall see who will do whom.” Now he inclined his head on one side, and looked into Klimkov’s eyes. “To-day a friend will come to me,” he said solemnly, shaking his finger. “I have a certain friend. What we speak about and what we do, does not concern you. What you know I do not know, and what you do I do not want to know. The same applies to you. Absolutely.” Yevsey nodded his head.


    “You must make this a general rule. Apply it to everybody. No one knows anything about you. That’s the way it should be. And you do not know anything about others. The path of human destruction is knowledge sown by the devil. Happiness is ignorance. That’s plain.”


    Yevsey listened attentively, looking into his face. The old man observed his regard, and grumbled:


    “There is something human in you. I noticed it.” He stopped unexpectedly, then went on, “But there’s something human even in a dog.” They climbed a narrow wooden stairway with several windings to a stifling garret, dark and smelling of dust. At the Smokestack’s request Yevsey held up burning matches while he fumbled a long time over opening the door. As Yevsey held up the matches, which scorched his fingers, a new hope flickered in his breast.


    At last the old man opened the door, covered with tom oilcloth and ragged felt, and they entered a long, narrow white room, with a ceiling resembling the roof of a tomb. Opposite the door a wide window gleamed dimly. In the corner to the right of the entrance stood a little stove, which was scarcely noticeable. The bed extended along the left wall, and opposite sprawled a sunken red sofa. The room smelled strongly of camphor and dried herbs. The old man opened the window, and heaved a noisy breath.


    “It’s good to have pure air. You will sleep on the sofa. What is your name? I’ve forgotten. Aleksey?”


    “Yevsey.”


    “Oh, yes.” He raised the lamp, and pointed to the wall. “There’s my son John.”


    A portrait made in thin pencil strokes and set in a narrow white frame hung inconspicuously upon the wall. It was a young but stern face, with a large forehead, a sharp nose, and stubbornly compressed lips. The lamp shook in the old man’s hands, the shade knocked against the chimney, filling the room with a gentle whining sound.


    “John,” he repeated, setting the lamp back on the table. “A man’s name means a great deal.” He thrust his head through the window, breathed in the cold air noisily, and without turning to Yevsey asked him to prepare the samovar.


    When Yevsey was busying himself around the oven, a hunch-backed man entered, removed his straw hat in silence, and fanned his face with it.


    “It’s close, even though it’s autumn already,” he said in a beautiful chest voice.


    “Aha, you here!” said the Smokestack.


    They began to converse in low tones while standing at the window. Yevsey realizing that they were speaking about him strained his ears to catch what they were saying. But he could not distinguish any words.


    The three then seated themselves at the table, and the Smokestack began to pour the tea. Yevsey from time to time stole a look at the guest. His face, shaven like the Smokestack’s, was bluish with a huge thin-lipped mouth and dark eyes sunk in two hollows under a high smooth forehead. His head, bald to the crown, was angular and large. He kept drumming quietly on the table with his long fingers.


    “Well, read,” said the Smokestack.


    “From the beginning?”


    “Yes.”


    The hunch-back pulled out a package of papers from his coat-pocket and opened it. “I’ll skip the titles. This is the way I’ve done it.” He coughed, and half closing his eyes began to read. “‘We people known to nobody and already arrived at a ripe age now fall slavishly at your feet with this distressing statement of grievances, which wells from the very depths of our hearts, our hearts shattered by life but not robbed of sacred faith in the grace and wisdom of Your Majesty.’ Well, is it good?”


    “Continue,” said the Smokestack.


    “‘For you are the father of the Russian people, the source of good counsel, and the only power on earth capable—’”


    “Better say, ‘the only power on earth endowed with authority,’” suggested the Smokestack.


    “Wait, wait. The only power capable of restoring and maintaining order, justice—’ Here we must put in a third word for the sake of symmetry, but I don’t know what word.”


    “Be more careful in your choice of words,” said the Smokestack, sternly but not aloud. “Remember that they convey a different meaning to every man.”


    The hunchback looked at him, and adjusted his glasses.


    “Yes, that will come later. ‘Great Russia is falling into ruin. Evil is rampant in our country, and horror prevails. People are oppressed by want. The heart has become perverted with envy. The patient and gentle Russian is perishing, and a heartless tribe ferocious with greed is being born, a race of wolves, cruel animals of prey. Faith is dissolved, and outside her fortress the people stand perturbed. Persons of depraved minds aim at the defenseless, take them captive with satanic shrewdness, and entice them onto the road of crime against all thy laws, Master of our lives.’”


    “‘Master?’ That’s for a bishop,” grumbled the Smokestack.


    “Don’t you like it?”


    “No, we must make it different.”


    “How?”


    “We must tell him directly that a general revolt against life is stirring among the people, and that ‘therefore Thou, who art called by God—’” The hunchback shook his head disapprovingly. “We may point out. We have no right to advise.”


    “Who is our enemy, and what is his name? Atheist, Socialist, and Revolutionist, a trinity. The destroyer of the family, the robber of our children, the fore-runner of the anti-Christ.”


    “You and I don’t believe in the anti-Christ,” said the hunchback quietly.


    “That doesn’t matter. We are speaking of the masses. They believe in the anti-Christ. And we must point out the root of the main evil where we see it. In the doctrine of destruction—”


    “He knows it himself.”


    “How should he? Who would tell him the truth? Nobody cast the noose of insanity around his children. And on what are their teachings based? On general poverty and discontent with poverty. And we ought to say to him straight out, ‘Thou art the father, and thou art rich. Then give the riches thou hast accumulated to thy people. Thus thou wilt cut off the root of the evil, and everything will have been saved by thy hand.’”


    The hunchback drew up his shoulders, and spread his mouth into a wide, thin crack.


    “They’ll send us to the mines for that.”


    Then he looked into Yevsey’s face and at the master.


    Klimkov listened to the reading and the conversation as to a fairytale, and felt that all the words entered his head and fixed themselves forever in his memory. With parted lips and popping eyes he looked now at one, now at the other, and did not drop his gaze even when the dark look of the hunchback fastened upon his face. He was fascinated by the proceedings.


    “Anyway,” said the hunchback, “this is inconvenient.”


    “What is it, Klimkov?” asked the Smokestack glumly.


    Yevsey’s throat grew dry, and he did not answer at once.


    “I am listening.”


    Suddenly he realized by their faces that they did not believe him, that they were afraid of him. He rose from the table, and said getting his words mixed:


    “I won’t say anything to a soul — I need it myself. Please let me listen — why, I myself said to you, Kapiton Ivanovich, that things ought to be different.”


    “You see?” said the Smokestack crossly, pointing at Yevsey. “You see, Anton, what does it mean? Still a boy, a little boy, yet, he, too, says things should be different. That’s where they get their strength from.”


    “Yes, yes,” said the hunchback.


    Yevsey grew timid, and dropped back on his chair. The Smokestack moving his eyelids bent toward him.


    “I will tell you — we are writing a letter to the Czar. We ask him to take more rigorous measures against those who are under supervision for political infidelity. Do you understand?”


    “I understand.”


    “Those people,” the hunchback began to say clearly and slowly, “are agents of foreign governments, chiefly of England. They receive huge salaries for stirring up the Russian people to revolt and for weakening the power of the government. The Englishmen do it so that we should not take India from them.”


    They spoke to Yevsey by turns. When one had finished, the other took up the word. He listened attentively trying to remember their strange, eloquent flow of language. Finally, however, he tired from the unusual exertion of his brain. It seemed to him he would soon understand something huge, which would illuminate the whole of life and all people, their entire misfortune and their malicious irritation. It was inexpressibly pleasant for him to recognize that two wise men spoke to him as to an adult, and he was powerfully gripped by a feeling of gratitude and respect for these men, poorly dressed and so preoccupied with deliberations upon the construction of a new life. But now, his head grown heavy, as if filled with lead, he involuntarily closed his eyes, oppressed by a painful sensation of fullness in his breast.


    “Go, lie down and sleep,” said the Smokestack.


    Klimkov rose obediently, undressed, and lay down on the sofa.


    The autumn night breathed warm fragrant moisture into the window. Thousands and thousands of bright stars quivered in the dark sky, flying up higher and higher. The fire of the lamp flickered, and likewise tore itself upward. The two men bending toward each other read and spoke gravely and quietly. Everything round about was mysterious, awe-inspiring. It lifted Yevsey upward pleasantly, to something new, to something good.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XII


    
      
    


    WHEN Yevsey had been living with Kapiton Ivanovich only a few days, he began to feel he was of some consequence. Formerly he had talked quietly and respectfully with the gendarmes who served in the chancery. Now, however, he called the old man Butenko to him in a stern voice, in order to administer a rebuke.


    “Look, flies in my inkstand! How can I write with flies in my ink?”


    The grey soldier covered with crosses and medals entered into his usual nonchalant, many-worded explanation.


    “There are all in all thirty-four inkstands here, and there are thousands of flies. All the flies want to drink. That’s why they crawl into the inkstands. What are they to do?”


    “Wash it, and put in fresh ink,” ordered Klimkov. Then he walked into the dressing-room, where he stationed himself before the looking-glass and carefully regarded his thin face, grey and angular, with its sharp little nose and narrow lips. He searched for signs of a mustache, looked into his watery and uncertain eyes.


    “I must get my hair cut,” he decided after failing to smooth the thin, light tufts of hair on his head. “And I ought to wear starched collars; my neck is too thin.”


    The very same evening he got his hair cut, bought two collars, and felt himself still more a man.


    The Smokestack was attentive arid kind in his behavior toward Yevsey, but often a smile of derision gleamed in his eyes which somewhat disconcerted and awed the young fellow. Whenever the hunchback came, the old man’s face assumed a preoccupied expression, and his voice sounded stem. He cut short almost everything the other man said with an objection:


    “It’s not that — it’s not so — no, you’re no wiser than I am — your brain is like a poor gun, it scatters the thought on all sides. You ought to shoot so that the whole charge goes in the same direction.”


    The hunchback shook his head sadly, and answered in a thick voice:


    “Wait. Good work cannot be done in a day. You must keep at it.”


    “Time flies, the enemy grows.”


    “By the way, I noticed a man the other day,” said the hunchback, “who took lodgings not far from my place. He was tall, had a pointed beard and screwed-up eyes, and walked quickly. I asked the dvornik where he was working. He told me the man had come to look for a position. I immediately wrote a letter to the Department of Safety. You see?”


    The Smokestack interrupted his talk with a wide sweep of his arm.


    “That’s not important. The house is damp, that’s why there are roaches in it. You won’t get rid of them that way. The house must be made dry.”


    Another time in the course of the evening the Smokestack said:


    “I am a soldier. I commanded half a company, and I understand life. It is necessary for everybody to be thoroughly familiar with the laws and regulations. Such knowledge produces unanimity. What hinders knowledge of the law? Poverty and stupidity; stupidity in itself being a result of poverty. Why doesn’t he fight poverty? In want is the root of human folly and of hostility to him, the Czar.”


    Yevsey greedily swallowed the old man’s words, and believed them. The root of all human misfortune is poverty. That was clear and simple. Hence come envy, malice, cruelty. Hence also greed and the fear of life common to all people, the apprehension of one another. The Smokestack’s plan was also simple. The Czar was rich, the people poor; then let the Czar give the people his riches, and all would be contented and good.


    Yevsey’s attitude toward people changed. He remained as obliging as before, but became more self-assertive, and began to look upon others condescendingly, with the eyes of a man who understands the secret of life and can point out where the road lies to peace and calm.


    He felt the need for boasting of his knowledge; so once, when lunching in the café with Yakov Zarubin, he proudly expounded everything he had heard from the old man and his hunchback friend.


    Zarubin’s narrow eyes flashed. He fidgetted in his seat, and for some reason rumpled his hair by thrusting the fingers of both hands through it.


    “That’s true, by golly I” he exclaimed in an undertone. “What the devil — really! He has thousands of millions, and we are perishing here. Who taught you all that?”


    “Nobody,” said Yevsey firmly. “I thought it out myself.”


    “No, tell me the truth. Where did you hear it?”


    “I tell you, I came to the conclusion myself.” Yakov looked at him with satisfaction.


    “If that’s so,” he said, “you haven’t a bad head. But you’re lying.”


    Yevsey felt affronted.


    “It’s all the same to me whether you believe me or not. It’s the worse for you if you don’t.”


    “For me?” asked Yakov, and for some reason burst out laughing, merrily and vigorously rubbing his hands.


    Two days later the assistant captain Komov and a grey-eyed gentleman with a round close-cropped head and a bored yellow face, came up to Yevsey’s table.


    “Klimkov, betake yourself to the Department of Safety,” said the captain clearly and ominously. “Is your desk locked?


    “No.”


    Yevsey rose, but his legs trembled, and he dropped into his chair again. The crop-haired man drew nearer.


    “Permit me,” he said drily, then pulled out the table drawer and took out the papers.


    Weak and uncomprehending Klimkov recovered his senses in a half dark room at a desk covered with green felt. A wave of anguish rose and fell in his breast. The floor heaved and billowed under his feet, and the walls of the room, filled, as it were with green dusk, turned around steadily. Over the table rose a man’s white face framed in a thick black beard and spotted by gleaming blue eyeglasses. Yevsey kept his eyes fastened on the glass of the spectacles, on the blue bottomless darkness, which drew him like a magnet and seemed to suck the blood from his veins. Without waiting for a question Klimkov quietly told about the Smokestack and his hunchback friend. He had understood their talks well, and now spoke connectedly in great detail. He seemed to be removing a thin layer of skin from his heart.


    A high voice, which cut the ear, interrupted him.


    “So? So these jackasses say the emperor the Czar is the fault of everything?”


    “Yes.”


    The man with the blue glasses slowly stretched out his hand, put the telephone receiver to his ear, and asked in a sportive tone:


    “Belkin, that you? Yes? See to it, old fellow, that search is made to-night in the rooms of two scoundrels. Arrest them. Eh — eh — a clerk in the chancery department, Kapiton Reüsov. Eh — eh — and a functionary of the court of exchequer — Anton Driagin — what? Well, yes, of course.”


    Yevsey seized the edge of the table with his hand, feeling a dull pain in his eyes.


    “So, my friend,” said the man with the black beard, throwing himself back on the armchair. He smoothed his beard with both hands, played with his pencil, flung it on the table, and thrust his hands into his trousers’ pockets. He was silent for a painfully long time, then he asked sternly, emphasizing each word:


    “What am I to do with you now?”


    “Forgive me,” came from Yevsey in a whisper. “Klimkov?” mused the black-bearded man, ignoring Yevsey’s reply. “Seems to me I heard the name somewhere.”


    “Forgive me,” repeated Yevsey.


    “Do you feel yourself very guilty?”


    “Very.”


    “That’s good. What do you feel guilty of?” Klimkov was silent. He felt as if the blackbearded man sitting so comfortably and calmly in his chair would never let him leave the room. “You don’t know? Think!”


    Klimkov drew more air into his lungs, and began to tell of Rayisa and how she had suffocated the old man.


    “Lukin?” the man with the blue goggles queried, yawning indifferently. “Aha, that’s why your name is familiar to me.”


    He walked over to Yevsey, lifted his chin with his finger, and looked into his face for a few seconds. Then he rang.


    A heavy tramp was heard, and a big pockmarked fellow with huge wrists appeared at the door, and looked at Yevsey. He had a terrifying way of spreading his red fingers like claws.


    “Take him, Semyonov.”


    “To the corner cell?” asked the fellow in a hollow voice.


    “Yes.”


    “Come,” said Semyonov.


    Klimkov wanted to drop on his knees. He was already bending his legs, when the fellow seized him under the arm, and pulled him through the long corridor, down the stone stairway.


    “What’s the matter, brat? Frightened?” he said, pushing Yevsey through a small door. “Such a spider, no face, no skin, yet a rebel!”


    His words completely crushed Yevsey. He walked forward with out-stretched hands, and bumped against the wall. When he heard the heavy clang of the iron door behind him, he squatted on the floor, putting his hands about his knees and raising his knees to his drooping head. A heavy silence descended upon him. It seemed to him he would die instantly. Suddenly he jumped from the floor, and ran about the room like a mouse. His groping hands felt the palette covered with a rough blanket, a table, a chair. He ran to the door, touched it, noticed in the wall opposite a little square window, and rushed toward the window. It was below the level of the ground. The area between the ground and the outer wall was laid over with horizontal bars through which the snow sifted with a soft swish, creeping down the dirty panes. Klimkov turned noiselessly toward the door, and leaned his forehead upon it.


    “Forgive me. Let me out,” he whispered in his anguish.


    Then he dropped on the floor again, and lost consciousness, drowned in a wave of despair.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XIII


    
      
    


    THE days and nights dragged along in black and grey stripes, slowly poisoning Yevsey’s soul, biting into it and enfeebling it. They crept by in dumb stillness, filled with ominous threats and forebodings. They said nothing of when they would end their slow racking course. In Yevsey’s soul everything grew silent and numb. He did not dare, was unable to, think; and when he paced his cage, he tried to make his steps inaudible.


    On the tenth day he was again set before the man in the blue glasses. The man who had brought him there the first time was also present.


    “Not very pleasant, eh, Klimkov?” the dark man asked, smacking his thick red lower lip. His high voice made an odd splashing sound as if he were laughing inside himself. The reflection of the electric light upon the blue glass of his spectacles sent strong rays into Yevsey’s empty breast, and filled him with slavish readiness to do everything necessary to end these slimy days which sank into darkness and threatened madness.


    “Let me go,” he said quietly.


    “Yes, I will, and more besides. I will take you into the service. Now you will yourself put people into the place from which you have just been taken — into the same place and into other cosy little rooms.” He laughed, smacking his lip. Klimkov bowed. “The late Lukin interceded for you; and in memory of his honest service I will give you a position. You will receive twenty-five rubles a month to begin with.”


    His words entered Yevsey’s breast and memory, and disposed themselves in a row, as if a commanding hand had written them there. He bowed again.


    “This man, Piotr Petrovich, will be your chief and teacher. You must do everything he tells you. Do you understand?” He turned to the other man. “So it’s decided — he will live with you.”


    “Very well,” came the response with unexpected loudness. “That will be more convenient for me.”


    “All right.”


    The dark man turning again to Yevsey began to speak to him in a softened voice, telling him something soothing and promising. Yevsey tried to take in his words, and followed the heavy movement of the red lip under the mustache without winking.


    “Remember, you will now guard the sacred person of the Czar from attempts upon his life and upon his sacred power. You understand?”


    “I thank you humbly,” said Yevsey quietly.


    Piotr Petrovich pushed his hat up on his forehead.


    “I will explain everything to him,” he interjected hastily. “It is time for me to go.”


    “Go, go. Well, Klimkov, off with you. Serve well, brother, and you will be satisfied. You will be happy. All the same don’t forget that you took part in the murder of the secondhand book-dealer Raspopov. You confessed to it yourself, and I took your testimony down in writing. Do you understand? Well, so long.”


    Filip Filippovich nodded his head, and his stiff beard, which seemed to be cut from wood, moved in unison with it. Then he held out to Yevsey a white bloated hand with a number of gold rings on the short fingers.


    Yevsey closed his eyes, and started.


    “What a scarey fellow you are, brother!” Filip Filippovich ejaculated in a thin voice, and laughed a glassy laugh. “Now you have nothing and nobody to fear. You are now the servant of the Czar, and ought to be self-assured and bold. You stand on firm ground. Do you comprehend?”


    When Yevsey walked out into the street, he could not catch his breath. He staggered, and almost fell. Piotr, raising the collar of his overcoat, looked around and waved to a cab.


    “We will ride home — to my house,” he said in a low tone.


    Yevsey looked at him from the corners of his eyes, and almost uttered a cry. Piotr’s smooth-shaven face had suddenly grown a small light mustache.


    “Well, why are you gaping at me in that fashion?” he asked gruffly, in annoyance.


    Yevsey dropped his head, trying in spite of his wish to do so, not to look into the face of the new master of his destiny. Piotr did not speak to him throughout the ride, but kept counting something on his fingers, bending them one after the other and knitting his brows and biting his lips. Occasionally he called out angrily to the driver:


    “Hurry!”


    It was cold, sleet was falling, and splashing sounds floated in the air. It seemed to Yevsey that the cab was quickly rolling down a steep mountain into a black dirty ravine.


    They stopped at a large three-storied house. Most of the windows in three rows were dark and blind. Only a few gleamed a sickly yellow from the illumination within. Streams of water poured from the roof sobbing.


    “Go up the steps,” commanded Piotr, who was now sans mustache.


    They ascended the steps and walked through a long corridor past a number of white doors. Yevsey thought the place was a prison, but the thick odor of fried onion and blacking did not accord with his conception of a prison. Piotr quickly opened one of the white doors, turned on two electric lights, and carefully scrutinized all the corners of the room.


    “If anybody asks you who you are,” he said drily and quickly while removing his hat and overcoat, “say you are my cousin. You came from the Tzarskoe Selo to look for a position. Remember — don’t make a break.”


    Piotr’s face wore a preoccupied expression, his eyes were cheerless, his speech abrupt, his thin lips twitched. He rang, and thrust his head out of the door.


    “Ivan, bring in the samovar,” he called.


    Yevsey standing in a corner of the room looked around dismally, in vague expectation.


    “Take off your coat, and sit down. You will have the next room to yourself,” said the spy, quickly unfolding a card table. He took from his pocket a note-book and a pack of cards, which he laid out for four hands.


    “You understand, of course,” he went on without looking at Klimkov, “you understand that ours is a secret business. We must keep under cover, or else they’ll kill us as they killed Lukin.”


    “Was he killed?” asked Yevsey quietly.


    “Yes,” said Piotr unconcernedly. He wiped his forehead and examined the cards. “Deal one thousand two hundred and fourteen — I have the ace, seven of hearts, queen of clubs.” He made a note in his book, and without raising his head continued to speak to himself.


    When he calculated the cards, he mumbled indistinctly with a preoccupied air; but when he instructed Yevsey, he spoke drily, clearly, and rapidly. “Revolutionists are enemies of the Czar and God — ten of diamonds — three — Jack of spades — they are bought by the Germans in order to bring ruin upon Russia. We Russians have begun to do everything ourselves, and for the Germans — king, five and nine — the devil! The sixteenth coincidence!”


    Piotr Petrovich suddenly grew jolly, his eyes gleamed, and his face assumed a sleek, satisfied expression.


    “What was I saying?” he asked Yevsey looking up at him.


    “The Germans.”


    “Oh, yes! The Germans are greedy, they are enemies of the Russian people, they want to conquer us. They want us to buy all our goods from them, and give them our bread. The Germans have no bread — queen of diamonds — all right — two of hearts, ten of clubs, ten—” Screwing up his eyes he looked up at the ceiling, sighed, and shuffled the cards. “In general, all foreigners envious of the wealth and power of Russia — one thousand two hundred and fifteenth deal — want to create a revolt in our country, dethrone the Czar, and — three aces — hmm! — and place their own officials everywhere, their own rulers over us in order to rob us and ruin us. You don’t want this to happen, do you?”


    “I don’t,” said Yevsey, who understood nothing, and followed the quick movements of the card-player’s fingers with a dull look.


    “Of course, nobody wants it,” remarked Piotr pensively. He laid out the cards again, and stroked his cheeks meditatively. “You are a Russian, and you cannot want that — that — this should happen — therefore you ought to fight the revolutionaries, agents of the foreigners, and defend the liberty of Russia, the power and life of the Czar. That’s all. Did you understand?”


    “I did.”


    “Afterward you will see the way it must be done. The only thing I’ll tell you beforehand is, don’t dwaddle. Carry out all orders precisely. We fellows ought to have eyes in back as well as in front. If you haven’t, you’ll get it good and hard on all sides — ace of spades, seven of diamonds, ten of clubs.”


    There was a knock at the door.


    “Open the door.”


    A red, curly-haired man entered carrying a samovar on a tray.


    “Ivan, this is my cousin. He will live here with me. Get the next room ready for him.”


    “Yes, sir. Mr. Chizhov was here.”


    “Drunk?”


    “A little. He wanted to come in.”


    “Make tea, Yevsey,” said the spy after the servant had left the room. “Get yourself a glass and drink some tea. What salary did you get in the police department?”


    “Nine rubles a month.”


    “You have no money now?”


    “No.”


    “You’ve got to have some, and you must order a suit for yourself. One suit won’t do. You must notice everybody, but nobody must notice you.”


    He again mumbled calculations of the cards. Yevsey, while noiselessly serving the tea, tried to straighten out the strange impressions of the day. But he was not successful. He felt sick. He was chilled through and through, and his hands shook. He wanted to stretch himself out in a corner, close his eyes, and lie motionless for a long time. Words and phrases repeated themselves disconnectedly in his head.


    “What are you guilty of, then?” Filip Filippovich asked in a thin voice.


    “They killed Dorimedont Lukin,” the spy announced drily; then exclaimed joyfully, “The sixteenth coincidence!”


    “You will choke yourself,” said Rayisa in an even voice.


    There was a powerful rap on the door. Piotr raised his head.


    “Is it you, Sasha?”


    “Well, open the door,” an angry voice answered.


    When Yevsey opened the door, a tall man loomed before him, swaying on long legs. The ends of his black mustache reached to the bottom of his chin. The hairs of it must have been stiff and hard as a horse’s, for each one stuck out by itself. When he removed his hat, he displayed a bald skull. He flung the hat on the bed, and rubbed his face vigorously with both hands.


    “Why are you throwing your wet hat on my bed?” observed Piotr.


    “The devil take your bed!” said the guest through his nose.


    “Yevsey, hang up the overcoat.”


    The visitor seated himself, stretching out his long legs and lighting a cigarette.


    “What’s that — Yevsey?”


    “My cousin. Will you have some tea?”


    “We’re all akin in our natural skin. Have you whiskey?”


    Piotr told Klimkov to order a bottle of whiskey and some refreshments. Yevsey obeyed, then seated himself at the table, putting the samovar between his face and the visitor’s, so as not to be seen by him.


    “How’s business, card sharper?” he asked, nodding his head at the cards.


    Piotr suddenly half raised himself from the chair, and said animatedly:


    “I have found out the secret! I have found out the secret!”


    “You have found it out?” queried the visitor. “Fool!” he exclaimed, drawling the word and shaking his head.


    Piotr seized the note-book and rapping his fingers on it continued in a hot whisper:


    “Wait, Sasha. I have had the sixteenth coincidence already. You get the significance of that? And I made only one one thousand two hundred and fourteen deals. Now the cards keep repeating themselves oftener and oftener. I must make two thousand seven hundred and four deals. You understand? Fifty-two times fifty-two. Then make all the deals over again thirteen times, according to the number of cards in each color. Thirty-five thousand, one hundred and fifty-two times. And repeat these deals four times according to the number of colors. One hundred and forty thousand six hundred and eight times.”


    “Fool!” the visitor again drawled through his nose, shaking his head and curling his lips in a sneer.


    “Why, Sasha, why? Explain!” Piotr cried softly. “Why, then I’ll know all the deals possible in a game. Think of it! I’ll look at my cards—” he held the book nearer to his face and began to read quickly—” ace of spades, seven of diamonds, ten of clubs. So of the other players one has king of hearts, five and ten of diamonds, and the other, ace, seven of hearts, queen of clubs, and the third has queen of diamonds, two of hearts, and ten of clubs.”


    His hands trembled, sweat glistened on his temples, his face became young, good, and kind.


    Klimkov peering from behind the samovar saw on Sasha’s face large dim eyes with red veins on the whites, a coarse big nose, which seemed to be swollen, and a net of pimples spread on the yellow skin of his forehead from temple to temple like the band worn by the dead. He radiated an acrid, unpleasant odor. The man recalled something painful to Yevsey.


    Piotr pressed the book to his breast, and waved his hand in the air.


    “I shall then be able to play without a single miss,” he whispered ecstatically. “Hundreds of thousands, millions, will be lost to me, and there won’t be any sharp practice, any jugglery in it, a matter of my knowledge — that’s all. Everything strictly within the law.”


    He struck his chest so severe a blow with his fist that he began to cough. Then he dropped on his chair, and laughed quietly.


    “Why don’t they bring the whiskey?” growled Sasha, throwing the stump of his cigarette on the floor.


    “Yevsey, go tell—” Piotr began quickly, but at that instant there was a knock at the door. “Are you drinking again?” Piotr asked smiling. Sasha stretched out his hand for the bottle.


    “Not yet, but I will be in a second.”


    “It’s bad for you with your sickness.”


    “Whiskey is bad for healthy people, too. Whiskey and the imagination. You, for instance, will soon be an idiot.”


    “I won’t. Don’t be uneasy.”


    “You will. I know mathematics. I see you are a blockhead.”


    “Everyone has his own mathematics,” replied Piotr, disgruntled.


    “Shut up!” said Sasha, slowly sipping the glass of whiskey and smelling a piece of bread. Having drained the first glass, he immediately filled another for himself.


    “To-day,” he began, bending his head and resting his hands on his knees, “I spoke to the general again. I made a proposition to him. I said, ‘Now give me means, and I’ll unearth people. I will open a literary club, and trap the very best scamps for you, all of them.’ He puffed his cheeks, and stuck out his belly and said — the jackass!—’ I know better what has to be done, and how it has to be done.’ He knows everything. But he doesn’t know that his mistress danced naked before Von Rutzen, or that his daughter had an abortion performed.” He drained the second glass of whiskey, and filled the third. “Everybody’s a blackguard and a skunk. It’s impossible to live! Once Moses ordered 23,000 syphilitics to be killed. At that time there weren’t many people, mark you. If I had the power I would destroy a million.”


    “Yourself first?” suggested Piotr smiling. Sasha sniffed without answering, as if in a delirium.


    “All those liberals, generals, revolutionists, dissolute women — I’d make a large pyre of them and burn them. I would drench the earth with blood, manure it with the ashes of the corpses. There would be a rich crop. Satiated muzhiks would elect satiated officials. Man is an animal, and he needs rich pastures, fertile fields. The cities ought to be destroyed, and everything superficial, everything that hinders me and you from living simply as the sheep and roosters — to the devil with it all!”


    His viscid rank-smelling words fairly glued themselves to Yevsey’s heart. It was difficult and dangerous to listen to them.


    “Suddenly they will summon me and ask me what he said. Maybe he’s speaking on purpose to trap me. Then they’ll seize me.” He trembled and moved uneasily in his chair. “May I go?” he requested of Piotr quietly.


    “Where?”


    “To my room.”


    “Oh, yes, go on.”


    “Got frightened, the donkey!” remarked Sasha without lifting his head.


    “Go on, go on,” repeated Piotr.


    Klimkov undressed noiselessly without making a light. He groped for’ the bed in the dark, and rolled himself up closely in the cold, damp sheet. He wanted to see nothing, to hear nothing, he wanted to squeeze himself into a little unnoticeable lump. The snuffled words of Sasha clung in his memory. Yevsey thought he smelt his odor and saw the red band on the yellow forehead. As a matter of fact the irritated exclamations came in to him through the door.


    “I am a muzhik myself, I know what’s necessary.”


    Without wishing to do so Yevsey listened intently. He racked his brain to recall the person of whom this sick man so full of rancor reminded him, though he actually dreaded lest he should remember.


    It was dark and cold. Behind the black panes rocked the dull reflections of the light, disappearing and reappearing. A thin scraping sound was audible. The wind-swept rain knocked upon the panes in heavy drops.


    “Shall I enter a monastery?” Klimkov mused mournfully, and suddenly he remembered God, whose name he had seldom heard in his life in the city. He had not thought of Him the whole time. In his heart always full of fear and insult there had been no place for hope in the mercy of Heaven. But now it unexpectedly appeared, and suffused his breast with warmth, extinguishing his heavy, dull despair. He jumped from bed, kneeled on the floor, and firmly pressed his hands to his bosom. He turned his face to the dark corner of the room, closed his eyes, and waited without uttering words, listening to the beating of his heart. But he was exceedingly tired. The cold pricked his skin with thousands of sharp needles. He shivered, and lay down again in bed, and fell asleep.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XIV


    
      
    


    WHEN Yevsey awoke he saw that in the corner to which he had directed his mute prayer there were no ikons, but two pictures on the wall, one representing a hunter with a green feather in his hat kissing a stout girl, the other a fair-haired woman with naked bosom, holding a flower in her hand.


    He sighed as he looked around his room without interest. When he had washed and dressed he seated himself at the window. The middle of the street upon which he looked, the pavements, and the houses were all dirty. The horses plodded along shaking their heads, damp drivers sat on the box-seats, also shaking as if they had come unscrewed. The people as always were hurrying somewhere. To-day, when splashed with mud, they seemed less dangerous than usual.


    Yevsey was hungry. But he did not know whether he had the right to ask for tea and bread, and remained motionless as a stone until he heard a knock on the wall, upon which he went to the door of Piotr’s room.


    “Have you had tea yet?” asked the spy, who was still lying in bed.


    


    “No.”


    “Ask for it.”


    Piotr stuck his bare feet out of the bed, and looked at his fingers as he stretched them.


    “We’ll drink tea, and then you’ll go with me,” he said yawning. “I’ll show you a man, and you will follow him. You must go wherever he goes, you understand? Note the time he enters a house and how long he stays there. If he leaves the house, or meets another man on the way, notice the appearance of that man and then — well, you won’t understand everything at the very first.” Piotr looked at Klimkov, whistled quietly, and turning aside continued lazily, “Last night Sasha babbled about various things here — he upbraided everybody — don’t think of saying anything about it. Take care. He’s a sick man, and drinks, but he’s a power. You can’t hurt him, but he’ll eat you up alive. Remember that. Why, brother, he was a student once himself, and he knows their business down to a ‘t.’ He was even put in prison for political offence. And now he gets a hundred rubles a month, and not only Filip Filippovich but even the general calls on him for advice. Yes, indeed.” Piotr drew his flabby face, crumpled with sleep, in a frown, his grey eyes lowered with dissatisfaction. He dressed while he spoke in a bored, grumbling voice. “Our work is not a joke. If you catch people by their throats in a trice, then of course — but first you must tramp about a hundred versts for each one, and sometimes more. You must know where each man was at a given time, with whom he was, in fact, you have to know everything — everything.”


    The evening before, notwithstanding the agitations of the day; Klimkov had found Piotr an interesting, clever person. Now, however, seeing that he spoke with an effort, that he moved about reluctantly, and that everything dropped from his hands, Yevsey felt bolder in his presence.


    “Must we walk the streets the whole day long?” he plucked up the courage to ask.


    “Sometimes you have a night outing, too, in the cold, thirty degrees Centigrade. A very evil demon invented our profession.”


    “And when they all will have been caught?”


    “Who?”


    “The unfaithful ones, the enemies.”


    “Say revolutionists, or political offenders. You, and I won’t catch everyone of them. They all seem to be born twins.”


    At tea Piotr opened his book. On looking into it, he suddenly grew animated. He jumped from his chair, quickly laid out the cards, and began to calculate— “One thousand two hundred and sixteenth deal. I have three of spades, seven of hearts, ace of diamonds.”


    Before leaving the house he put on a black overcoat and an imitation sheepskin cap, and stuck a portfolio in his hand, making himself look like an official.


    “Don’t walk alongside me on the street,” he said sternly, “and don’t speak to me. I will enter a certain house; you go into the dvornik’s lodging, tell him you have to wait for Timofeyev. I’ll soon—”


    Fearing, he would lose Piotr in the crowd Yevsey walked behind him without removing his eyes from his figure. But all of a sudden Piotr disappeared. Klimkov was at a loss. He rushed forward, then stopped, and pressed himself against a lamp-post. Opposite him rose a large house with gratings over the dark windows of the first story. Through the narrow entrance he saw a bleak gloomy yard paved with large stones. Klimkov was afraid to enter. He looked all around him uneasily shifting from one foot to the other.


    A man with a reddish little beard now walked out with hasty steps. He wore a sort of sleeveless jacket and a cap with a visor pulled down on his forehead. He winked his grey eyes at Yevsey, and said in a low tone:


    “Come here. Why didn’t you go to the dvornik?”


    “I lost you,” Yevsey admitted.


    “Lost? Look out! You might get it in the neck for that. Listen. Three doors away from here is the Zemstvo Board building. A man will soon leave the place who works there. His name is Dmitry Ilyich Kurnosov. Remember. You are to follow him. You understand? Come, and I will show him to you.”


    Several minutes later Klimkov like a little dog was quickly following a man in a worn overcoat and a crumpled black hat. The man was large and strong. He walked rapidly, swung a cane, and rapped it on the asphalt vigorously. Black hair with a sprinkling of grey fell from under his hat on his ears and the back of his neck.


    Yevsey was suddenly overcome by a feeling of pity, which was a rare thing with him. It imperiously demanded action. Perspiring from agitation he darted across the street in short steps, ran forward, recrossed the street, and met the man breast to breast. Before him flashed a dark-bearded face, with meeting brows, a smile reflected in blue eyes, and a broad forehead seamed with wrinkles. The man’s lips moved. He was evidently singing or speaking to himself.


    Klimkov stopped and wiped the perspiration from his face with his hands. Then he followed the man with bent head and eyes cast to the ground, raising them only now and then in order not to lose the object of his observation from sight.


    “Not young,” he thought. “A poor man apparently. It all comes from poverty and from fear, too.”


    He remembered the Smokestack, and trembled.


    “He’ll kill me,” he thought. Then he grew sorry for the Smokestack.


    The buildings looked down upon him with dim, tired eyes. The noise of the street crept into his ears insistently, the cold liquid mud squirted and splashed. Klimkov was overcome by a sense of gloomy monotony. He recalled Rayisa, and was drawn to move aside, away from the street.


    The man he was tracking stopped at the steps of a house, pushed the bell button, raised his hat, fanned his face with it, and flung it back on his head, leaving bare part of a bald skull. Yevsey stationed himself five steps away at the curb. He looked pityingly into the man’s face, and felt the need to tell him something. The man observed him, frowned, and turned away. Yevsey, disconcerted, dropped his head, and sat down on the curb.


    “If he only had insulted me,” he thought. “But this way, without any provocation, it’s not good, it’s not good.”


    “From the Department of Safety?” he heard a low hissing voice. The question was asked by a tall reddish muzhik with a dirty apron and a broom in his hands.


    “Yes,” responded Yevsey, and the very same instant thought, “I ought not to have told him.”


    “A new one again?” remarked the janitor. “You are all after Kurnosov?”


    “Yes.”


    “So? Tell the officers that this morning a guest came to him from the railroad station with trunks, three trunks. He hasn’t registered yet with the police. He has twenty-four Hours’ time. A little sort of a pretty fellow with a small mustache. He wears clean clothes.” The dvornik ran the broom over the pavement several times, and sprinkled Yevsey’s shoes and trousers with mud. Presently he stopped to remark, “You can be seen here. They aren’t fools either, they notice your kind. You ought to stand at the gates.”


    Yevsey obediently stepped to the gates. Suddenly he noticed Yakov Zarubin on the other side of the street wearing a new overcoat and gloves and carrying a cane. The black derby hat was tilted on his head, and as he walked along the pavement he smiled and ogled like a street girl confident of her beauty.


    “Good morning,” he said, looking around. “I came to replace you. Go to Somov’s café on Lebed Street, ask for Nikolay Pavlov there.”


    “Are you in the Department of Safety, too?” asked Yevsey.


    “I got there ten days before you. Why?” Yevsey looked at him, at his beaming swart countenance.


    “Was it you who told about me?”


    “And didn’t you betray the Smokestack?”


    After thinking a while Yevsey answered glumly: “I did it after you had betrayed me. You were the only one I told.”


    “And you were the only one the Smokestack told. Ugh!” Yakov laughed, and gave Yevsey a poke on the shoulder. “Go quick, you crooked chicken!” He walked by Yevsey’s side swinging his cane. “This is a good position. I understand so much. You can live like a lord, walk about, and look at everything. You see this suit? Now the girls show me especial attention.”


    Soon he took leave of Yevsey, and turned back quickly. Klimkov following him with an inimical glance fell to thinking. He considered Yakov a dissolute, empty fellow, whom he placed lower than himself, and it was offensive to see him so well satisfied and so elegantly dressed.


    “He informed against me. If I told about the Smokestack it was out of fear. But why did he do it?” He made mental threats against Yakov. “Wait, we will see who’s the better man.”


    When he asked at the café for Nikolay Pavlov, he was shown a stairway, which he ascended. At the top he heard Piotr’s voice on the other side of a door.


    “There are fifty-two cards to a pack. In the city in my district there are thousands of people, and I know a few hundred of them maybe. I know who lives with whom, and what and where each of them works. People change, but cards remain one and the same.”


    Besides Sasha there was another man in the room with Piotr, a tall, well-built person, who stood at the window reading a paper, and did not move when Yevsey entered.


    “What a stupid mug!” were the words with which Sasha met Yevsey, fixing an evil look upon his face. “It must be made over. Do you hear, Maklakov?”


    The man reading the paper turned his head, and looked at Yevsey with large bright eyes.


    “Yes,” he said.


    Piotr, who seemed to be excited and had dishevelled hair, asked Yevsey what he had seen. The remnants of dinner stood on the table; the odor of grease and sauer-kraut titillated Yevsey’s nostrils, and gave him a keen appetite. He stood before Piotr, who was cleaning his teeth with a goose-quill, and in a dispassionate voice repeated the information the janitor had given him. At the first words of the account Maklakov put his hands and the paper behind his back, and inclined his head. He listened attentively twirling his mustache, which like the hair on his head was a peculiar light shade, a sort of silver with a tinge of yellow. The clean, serious face with the knit brows and the calm eyes, the confident pose of his powerful body clad in a close-fitting, well made, sober suit, the strong bass voice — all this distinguished Maklakov advantageously from Piotr and Sasha.


    “Did the janitor himself carry the trunks in?” he asked Yevsey.


    “He didn’t say.”


    “That means he did not carry them in. He would have told you whether they were heavy or light. They carried them in themselves. Evidently that’s the way it was.”


    “The printing office?” asked Sasha.


    “Literature, the current number.”


    “Well, we must have a search made,” said Sasha gruffly, and uttered an ugly oath, shaking his fist.


    “I must find the printing-press. Get me type, boys, and I’ll fix up a printing-press myself. I’ll find the donkeys. We’ll give them all that’s necessary. Then we’ll arrest them, and we’ll have lots of money.”


    “Not a bad scheme!” exclaimed Piotr. Maklakov looked at Yevsey, and asked:


    “Have you had your dinner yet?”


    “No.”


    “Take your dinner,” said Piotr with a nod toward the table. “Be quick about it.”


    “Why treat him to remnants?” asked Maklakov calmly. Then he stepped to the door, opened it, and called out, “Dinner, please.”


    “You try,” Sasha snuffled to Piotr, “to persuade that idiot Afanasov to give us the printing-press they seized last year.”


    “Very well, I’ll try,” Piotr assented meditatively.


    Maklakov did not look at them, but silently twisted his mustache. Dinner was served. A round pock-marked modest-looking man made his appearance in the room at the same time as the waiter. He smiled at everyone benevolently, and shook Yevsey’s hand vigorously.


    “My name is Solovyov,” he said to him. “Have you heard the news, friends? This evening there will be a banquet of the revolutionists at Chistov’s hall. Three of our fellows will go there as butlers, among others you, Piotr.”


    “I again?” shouted Piotr, and his face became covered with red blotches. His anger made him look older. “The third time in two months that I have had to play lackey! Excuse me! I don’t want to.”


    “Don’t address me on the subject,” said Solovyov affably.


    “What does it mean? Why do they choose just me to be a servant?”


    “You look like one,” said Sasha, with a smile.


    “There will be three,” Solovyov repeated sighing. “What do you say to having some beer? All right?”


    Piotr opened the door, and shouted in an irritated voice:


    “Half a dozen beer,” and he went to the window clenching his fists and cracking his knuckles.


    “There, you see, Maklakov?” said Sasha. “Among us no one wants to work seriously, with enthusiasm. But the revolutionists are pushing right on — banquets, meetings, a shower of literature, open propaganda in the factories!”


    Maklakov maintained silence, and did not look at Sasha. Round Solovyov then took up the word, smiling amiably.


    “I caught a girl to-day at the railroad station with books. I had already noticed her in a villa in the summer. ‘Well,’ thought I, ‘amuse yourself, my dear.’ To-day, as I was walking in the station with no people to track, I was looking about, and there I see her marching along carrying a handbag. I went up to her, and respectfully proposed that she have a couple of words with me. I noticed she started and paled, and hid the bag behind her back. ‘Ah,’ thinks I, ‘my dear little stupid, you’ve gotten yourself into it.’ Well, I immediately took her to the police station, they opened her luggage, and there was the last issue of ‘Emancipation’ and a whole lot more of their noxious trash. I took the girl to the Department of Safety. What else was I to do? If you can’t get Krushin pike, you must eat blinkers. In the carriage she kept her little face turned away from me. I could see her cheeks burned and there were tears in her eyes. But she kept mum. I asked her, ‘Are you comfortable, madam?’ Not a word in reply.”


    Solovyov chuckled softly. Trembling rays of wrinkles covered his face.


    “Who is she?” asked Maklakov.


    “Dr. Melikhov’s daughter.”


    “Ah,” drawled Sasha, “I know him.”


    “A respectable man. He has the orders of Vladimir and Anna,” remarked Solovyov.


    “I know him,” repeated Sasha. “A charlatan, like all the rest. He tried to cure me.”


    “God alone can cure you now,” said Solovyov in his affable tone. “You are ruining your health quickly.”


    “Go to the devil!” roared Sasha.


    Maklakov asked without turning his gaze from the window:


    “Did the girl cry?”


    “No. But she didn’t exactly rejoice. You know it’s always unpleasant to me to take girls, because in the first place I have a daughter myself.”


    “What are you waiting for, Maklakov?” demanded Sasha testily.


    “Until he gets through eating his dinner. I have time.”


    “Say, you, chew faster!” Sasha bawled at Klimkov.


    “Yes, yes, hurry,” Piotr observed drily.


    As he ate his dinner, Klimkov listened to the talk attentively, and observed the people while he himself remained unnoticed. He noted with satisfaction that all of them except Sasha did not seem bad, not worse or more horrible than others. He was seized with a desire to ingratiate himself with them, make himself useful to them. He put down the knife and fork, and quickly wiped his lips with the soiled napkin.


    “I am done.”


    The door was flung open, and a loose-limbed fellow, his dress in disorder, his body bent and stooping, darted into the room, and hissed:


    “Ssh! Ssh!”


    He thrust his head into the corridor, listened, then carefully closed the door. “Doesn’t it lock? Where is the key?” He looked around, and drew a deep breath. “Thank God I” he exclaimed.


    “Eh, you dunce,” sneered Sasha. “Well, what is it? Do they want to lick you again?”


    The man ran up to him. Panting and wiping the sweat from his face, he began, to mutter in a low voice:


    “They did, of course. They wanted to kill me with a hammer. Two followed me from the prison. I was there on business. As I walked out, they were standing at the gate, two of them, and one of them had a hammer in his pocket.”


    “Maybe it was a revolver,” suggested Solovyov stretching his neck.


    “A hammer.”


    “Did you see it?” inquired Sasha sarcastically.


    “Ah, don’t I know? They agreed to do me up with a hammer, without making any noise. One—”


    He adjusted his necktie, buttoned his coat, searched for something in his pockets, and smoothed his curly head, which was covered with sweat. His hands incessantly flashed about his body; they seemed ready to break off any moment. His bony grey face was dank with perspiration, his dark eyes rolled from side to side, now screwed up, now opened wide. Suddenly they became fixed. With unfeigned horror depicted in them they rested upon Yevsey’s face, as the man backed to the door.


    “Who’s that? Who’s that?” he demanded hoarsely.


    Maklakov went up to him, and took his hand.


    “Calm yourself, Yelizar. He’s one of our own, a new one.”


    “Do you know him?”


    “Jackass!” came Sasha’s exasperated voice. “You ought to see a physician.”


    “Have you ever been pushed under a trolley car? Not yet? Then wait before you call names.”


    “Just look, Maklakov,” began Sasha, but the man continued in extreme excitement:


    “Have you ever been beaten at night by unknown people? Do you understand? Unknown people! There are hundreds of thousands such people unknown to me in the city, hundreds of thousands. They are everywhere, and I am a single one. I am always among them, do you understand?”


    Now Solovyov began to speak in his soft, reassuring voice, which was drowned, however, by the new burst of words coming from the shattered man, who carried in himself a whirlwind of fear. Klimkov immediately grew dizzy, overwhelmed by the alarming whisper of his talk, blinded by the motion of his broken body, and the darting of his cowardly hands. He expected that now something huge and black would tear its way through the door, would fill the room, and crush everybody.


    “It’s time for us to go,” said Maklakov, touching his shoulder.


    When they were sitting in the cab Yevsey sullenly remarked:


    “I am not fit for this work.”


    “Why?” asked Maklakov.


    “I am timid.”


    “That’ll pass away.”


    “Nothing will pass away.”


    “Everything,” rejoined Maklakov calmly.


    It was cold and dark, and sleet was falling. The reflections of the lights lay upon the mud in golden patches, which the people and horses tramped upon and extinguished. The two men were silent for a long time. Yevsey, his brain empty, looked into space, and felt that Maklakov was watching his face, in wait for something.


    “You’ll get used to it,” Maklakov went on, “but if you have another position, leave it at once. Have you?”


    “No.”


    “Is it long since you’ve been in the Department of Safety?”


    “Yesterday.”


    “That accounts for it.”


    “Now where am I to go?” inquired Yevsey quietly.


    Maklakov instead of replying to the question asked:


    “Have you relatives?”


    “No. I have no one.”


    The spy leaned over, though without saying anything. His eyes were half shut. As he drew his breath through his nose, the thin hair of his mustache quivered. The thick sounds of a bell floated in the air, soft and warm, and the pensive song of copper crept mournfully over the roofs of the houses without rising under the heavy cloud that covered the city with a solid dark canopy.


    “To-morrow is Sunday,” said Maklakov in a low tone. “Do you go to church?”


    “No.”


    “Why not?”


    “I don’t know. Just so. It’s close there.”


    “I do. I love the morning service. The choristers sing, and the sun looks through the windows. That is always good.”


    Maklakov’s simple words emboldened Yevsey. He felt a desire to speak of himself.


    “It is nice to sing,” he began. “When I was a little boy I sang in the church in our village. When I sang I didn’t know where I was. It was just the same as if I didn’t exist.”


    “Here we are,” said Maklakov.


    Yevsey sighed, and looked sadly at the long structure of the railway station, which all of a sudden loomed up before them and barred the way.


    They went to the platform where a large public had already gathered, and leaned up against the wall. Maklakov dropped his lids over his eyes, and seemed to be falling into a doze. The spurs of the gendarmes began to jingle, a wellshaped woman with dark eyes and a swarthy face laughed in a resonant young voice.


    “Remember the woman there who is laughing and the man beside her,” said Maklakov in a distinct whisper. “Her name is Sarah Lurye, an accoucheure. She lives in the Sadovoy, No. 7, She was in prison and in exile, a very clever woman. The old man is also a former exile, a journalist.”


    Suddenly Maklakov seemed to become frightened. He pulled his hat down over his face with a quick movement of his hand, and continued in a still lower voice:


    “The tall man in the black suit and the shaggy hat, red-haired, do you see him?”


    Yevsey nodded his head.


    “He’s the author Mironov. He has been in prison four times already, in different cities. Do you read books?”


    “No.”


    “A pity. He writes interestingly.”


    The black iron worm with a horn on its head and three fiery eyes uttered a scream, and glided into the station, the metal of its huge body rumbling. It stopped, and hissed spitefully, filling the air with its thick white breath. The hot steamy odor knocked Yevsey in the face. The black bustling figures of people quickly darted before his eyes, seeming strangely small in contrast with the overwhelming size of the train.


    It was the first time Yevsey had seen the mass of iron at such close range. It seemed alive and endowed with feeling. It attracted his attention powerfully, at the same time arousing a hostile, painful premonition. The large red wheels turned, the steel lever glittered, rising and falling like a gigantic knife. Maklakov utter a subdued exclamation.


    “What is it?” asked Yevsey.


    “Nothing,” answered the spy vexed. His cheeks reddened, and he bit his lips. By his look Yevsey guessed that he was following the author, who was walking along without haste, twirling his mustache. He was accompanied by an elderly, thick-set man, with an unbuttoned coat and a summer hat on a large head. This man laughed aloud, and exclaimed as he raised his bearded red face:


    “You understand? I rode and rode—” The author lifted his head, and bowed to somebody. His head was smoothly shorn, his forehead lofty. He had high cheek bones, a broad nose, and narrow eyes. Klimkov found his face coarse and disagreeable. There was something military and harsh in it, due to his large red mustache.


    “Come,” said Maklakov. “They will probably go together. You must be very careful. The man who just arrived is an experienced man.”


    In the street they took a cab again.


    “Follow that carriage,” Maklakov said angrily to the driver. He was silent for a long time, sitting with bent back and swaying body. “Last year in the summer,” he finally muttered, “I was in his house making a search.”


    “The writer’s house?” asked Yevsey.


    “Yes. Drive on farther,” Maklakov ordered quickly noticing that the cab in front had stopped. “Quick!”


    A minute later he jumped from the cab, and thrust some money into the driver’s hand.


    “Wait,” he said to Yevsey, and disappeared in the damp darkness. Yevsey heard his voice. “Excuse me, is this Yakovlev’s house?”


    Someone answered in a hollow voice:


    “This is Pertzev’s.”


    “And which is Yakovlev’s?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Pardon me.”


    Yevsey leaned against the fence, counting Maklakov’s tardy steps.


    “It’s a simple thing — just to follow people,” he thought.


    The spy came up to him, and said in a satisfied tone:


    “We have nothing to do here. To-morrow morning you will put on a different suit, and we’ll keep an eye on this house.”


    They walked down the street. The sound of Maklakov’s talk kept knocking at Klimkov’s ears like the rumble of a drum.


    “Remember the faces, the dress, and the gait of the people that pass this house. There are no two people alike. Each one has something peculiar to himself. You must learn at once to seize upon this peculiar something in a person — in his eyes, in his voice, in the way in which he holds out his hands when he walks, in the manner in which he lifts his hat in greeting. Our work above all demands a good memory.”


    Yevsey felt that the spy talked with concealed enmity toward him; which aggrieved him.


    “You have an exceedingly marked face, especially your eyes. That won’t do. You mustn’t go about without a mask, without the dress peculiar to a certain occupation. Your figure, you in general, resemble a hawker of dry-goods. So you ought to carry about a box of stuffs, pins, needles, tape, ribbon, and all sorts of trifles. I will see that you get such a box. Then you can go into the kitchens and get acquainted with the servants.” Maklakov was silent, removed his beard, fixed his hat, and began to walk more slowly. “Servants are always ready to do something unpleasant for the masters. It’s easy to get something out of them, especially the women — cooks, nurses, chambermaids. They like to gossip. However, I’m chilled through,” he ended in a different voice. “Let’s go to a café.”


    “I have no money.”


    “That’s all right.”


    In the café he said to the owner in a stern voice: “Give me a glass of cognac, a large one, and two beers. Will you have some cognac?”


    “No, I don’t drink,” answered Yevsey, embarrassed.


    “That’s good.”


    The spy looked carefully into Klimkov’s face, smoothed his mustache, closed his eyes for a minute, and stretched his whole body, so that his bones cracked. When he had drunk the cognac, he remarked in an undertone:


    “It’s good you are such a taciturn fellow. What do you think about, eh?”


    Yevsey dropped his head, and did not answer at once.


    “About everything, about myself.”


    “But what in particular?”


    Maklakov’s eyes gleamed softly.


    “I think perhaps it would be better for me to enter a monastery,” Yevsey answered sincerely. “Why?”


    “Just so.”


    “Do you believe in God?”


    After a moment’s thought Yevsey said as if excusing himself:


    “I do. Only I am not for God, but for myself. What am I to God?”


    “Well, let’s drink.”


    Klimkov bravely gulped down a glass of beer. It was cold and bitter, and sent a shiver through his body. He licked his lips with his tongue, and suddenly asked:


    “Do they beat you often?”


    “Me? Who?” the spy exclaimed amazed and offended.


    “Not you, but all the spies in general.”


    “You must say ‘agents,’ not ‘spies,’” Maklakov corrected him smiling. “They get beaten, yes, they get beaten. I have never been beaten.” He became lost in reflection. His shoulders drooped, and a shadow crept over his white face.


    “Ours is a dog’s occupation. People look upon us in an ugly enough light.” Suddenly his face broke into a smile, and he bent toward Yevsey. “Only once in five years did I see a man — human conduct toward me. It was in Mironov’s house. I came to him with gendarmes in the uniform of a sergeant-inspector. I was not well at the time. I had fever, and was scarcely able to stand on my feet. He received us civilly, with a smile. He wore a slightly embarrassed air. Such a large man, with long hands and a mustache like a cat’s. He walked with us from room to room, addressed us all with the respectful plural ‘you,’ and if he came in contact with any of us, he excused himself. We all felt awkward in his presence — the colonel, the procurator, and we small fry. Everybody knew the man; his pictures appeared in the newspapers. They say he’s even known abroad. And here we were paying him a night visit! We felt sort of abashed. I noticed him look at me. Then he walked up closer to me, and said, ‘You ought to sit down. You look as if you were feeling ill. Sit down.’ His words upset me. I sat down, and I thought to myself, ‘Go away from me.’ And he said, ‘Will you take a powder?’ All of us were silent. I saw that no one looked at me or him.” Maklakov laughed quietly. “He gave me quinine in a capsule, and I chewed it. I began to feel an insufferable bitterness in my mouth and a turmoil in my soul. I felt I would drop if I tried to stand. Here the colonel interfered, and ordered me to be taken to the police office. The search just then happened to end. The procurator excused himself to Mironov, and said, ‘I must arrest you.’


    ‘Well, what of it?’ he said. ‘Arrest me. Everyone does what he can.’ He said it so simply with a smile.”


    Yevsey liked the story. It touched his heart softly, as if embracing it with a caress. The desire awoke in him again to make himself useful to Maklakov.


    “He’s a good man,” he thought.


    The spy sighed. He called for another glass of cognac, and sipped it slowly. He seemed suddenly to grow thin, and he dropped his head on the table.


    Yevsey wanted to speak, to ask questions. Various words darted about in disorder in his brain, for some reason failing to arrange themselves in intelligible and clear language. Finally, after many efforts, Yevsey found what he wanted to ask.


    “He, too, is in the service of our enemies?”


    “Who?” asked the spy, scarcely raising his head.


    “The writer.”


    “What enemies? What do you mean?” The spy’s face was mocking, and his lips curled in aversion. Yevsey grew confused, and Maklakov without awaiting his answer arose, and tossed a silver coin on the table.


    “Charge it up,” he said to someone.


    He put on his hat, and without a word to Klimkov walked to the door. Yevsey followed on tiptoe, not daring to put on his hat.


    “Be at the place at nine o’clock to-morrow. You will be relieved at twelve,” said Maklakov in the street. He thrust his hands in his coat pockets, and disappeared.


    “He didn’t say ‘good-by,’” thought Yevsey aggrieved, walking along the deserted street.


    When he entered within the circles of light thrown by the street lamps, he slackened his pace, and instinctively hastened over the parts enveloped in obscurity. He felt ill. Darkness surrounded him on all sides. It was cold. The gluey, bitter taste of beer penetrated from his mouth into his chest, and his heart beat unevenly. Languid thoughts stirred in his head like heavy flakes of autumn snow.


    “There, I’ve served a day. How they all are —— these different days. If only somebody liked me.


    At night Yevsey dreamed that his cousin Yashka seated himself on his chest, seized him by the throat, and choked him. He awoke, and heard Piotr’s angry dry thin voice in the other room:


    “I spit upon the Czar’s empire and all this hum-buggery!”


    A woman laughed, and someone’s thin voice sounded:


    “Hush, hush, don’t bawl.”


    “I have no time to calculate who is right, and who is wrong. I am not a fool, I am young, and I ought to live. This rapscallion reads me lectures about autocracy, and I fuss about for three hours as a waiter, near every sort of scamp. My feet ache, my back pains from the bows. If the autocracy is dear to you, then don’t be stingy with your money. But I won’t sell my pride to the autocracy for a mere penny. To the devil with it!”


    Yevsey looked drowsily through the window, his gaze losing itself in the sleepy depth of the autumn morning. Blinded, he quietly flung himself back in bed, and again fell asleep.


    Several hours later he was sitting on the curb opposite Pertzev’s house. He walked back and forth a long time, counted the windows in the house, measured its width with his steps, studied in all its details the grey front flabby with old age, and finally grew tired. But he had not much time to rest. The writer himself came out of the door with an overcoat flung over his shoulders, no, overshoes on his feet, his hat on one side of his head. He walked across the street straight up to Yevsey.


    “He will give me a slap in the face,” thought Yevsey, looking at the sullen face and the lowering red brows. He tried to rise and go away, but was unable to move, chained to the spot by fear.


    “Why are you sitting here?” he heard an angry voice.


    “Nothing.”


    “Get away from here.”


    “I can’t.”


    “Here’s a letter. Go. Give it to him who sent you here.”


    “I can’t.”


    “Why not?”


    The large blue eyes commanded. Yevsey had not the power to disobey the look. Turning his face aside he mumbled:


    “I — I — I have no permission — to take anything from you — or to converse with you. I am going away.”


    “Yes, go away,” the author commanded, and for some reason smiled a morose smile.


    Klimkov took the grey envelope, and walked away, without asking himself where he was going. He held the envelope in his right hand on a level with his breast, as if it were something murderous, threatening unknown misfortune. His fingers ached as from cold.


    “What is going to happen to me?” knocked importunately at his brain.


    Suddenly he noticed the envelope was not sealed. This amazed him. He stopped, looked around, and quickly removed the letter.


    “Take this dunce away from me. Mironov,” he read.


    He heaved a sigh of relief.


    “I must give this to Maklakov. He will scold me. Maybe I ought to turn back. But it’s not necessary. Somebody else will come soon anyway.”


    Though his fear had disappeared, Yevsey felt sad from the realization of his unfitness for the position, and he felt heavy at the thought that he had again failed to suit the spy, whom he liked so much.


    He found Maklakov at dinner in the company of a little squint-eyed man dressed in black.


    “Let me introduce you. Klimkov — Krasavin.”


    Yevsey put his hand in his pocket to get out the letter, and said in an embarrassed tone:


    “This is the way it happened—”


    Maklakov held up his hand.


    “You will tell me later. Sit down, and have your dinner.”


    His face was weary, his eyes dim, his light straight hair dishevelled.


    “Evidently got drunk yesterday,” thought Yevsey.


    “No, Timofey Vasilyevich,” the squint-eyed man said coldly and solemnly. “You are not right. There’s something pleasant in every line of work if you love it.”


    Maklakov looked at him, and drank a large glass of whiskey in one gulp.


    “They are people, we are people, that doesn’t signify anything. One says this, another says that, and I do just as I please.”


    The squint-eyed man noticed that Yevsey was looking at his eyeballs as they rolled apart, and put on a pair of glasses with tortoise-shell rims. His movements were soft and alert, like a black cat’s. His teeth were small and sharp, his nose straight and thin. When he spoke his rosy ears moved. His crooked fingers kept quickly rolling a crumb of bread into little pellets, which he placed on the edge of his plate.


    “An assistant?” he asked, nodding his head toward Yevsey.


    “Yes.”


    “How’s business, young man?”


    “I just began yesterday.”


    “Oh, oh!” Krasavin nodded his head. Pinching his thin dark mustache, he began to speak fluently: “Of course, Timofey Vasilyevich, you can’t step on the trail of life’s destiny. According to God’s law, children grow old, people die. Only all this doesn’t concern you and me. We received our appointed task. We are told to catch the people who infringe on law and order. That’s all. It’s a hard business, it’s a clever business. To use a figure of speech, it is a kind of hunt.”


    Maklakov rose from the table, and walked into a corner, from where he beckoned to Yevsey.


    “Well, what is it?”


    Yevsey gave him the note. The spy read it, looked into Klimkov’s face in astonishment, and read it again.


    “From whom is this?” he asked in a low voice.


    Yevsey answered in an embarrassed whisper.


    “He himself gave it to me. He came out into the street.”


    In the expectation of a rebuke, or even a blow, he bent his neck. But hearing a low laugh he cautiously raised his head, and saw the spy looking at the envelope with a broad smile on his face and a merry gleam in his eyes.


    “Oh, you strange fellow,” said Maklakov. “Now keep quiet about this, you droll creature.”


    “Can I congratulate you on a successful piece of work?” asked Krasavin.


    “You can. Yes.” Maklakov said aloud, walking up to him.


    “That’s good, young man,” remarked Krasavin encouragingly. His pupils with green sparks flashing in them turned inward to the bridge of his nose, and his nostrils quivered and expanded.


    “But the Japs licked us after all, Gavrilo,” Maklakov exclaimed merrily, rubbing his hands.


    “I cannot in the least comprehend your joy in this event,” said Krasavin wagging his ears. “Although it was instructive, as many say, still so much Russian blood was shed and the insufficiency of our strength was made so apparent.”


    “And who is to blame?”


    “The Japs. What do they want? Every-country ought to live within itself.”


    They started a discussion, to which Yevsey, rejoiced over Maklakov’s attitude, did not pay any attention. He looked into the spy’s face, and thought it would be well to live with him instead of Piotr, who scolded at the authorities, and maybe would be arrested as they had arrested the Smokestack.


    Krasavin left. Maklakov took out the letter, read it once more, and burst into a laugh, looking at Yevsey.


    “Now don’t say a word about it to anybody. Do you understand? He came out himself?”


    “Yes. He came out, and said, ‘Get away from here.’” Yevsey smiled guiltily.


    “You see another one in his place would have stroked you with a cat’s paw.” Screwing up his eyes the spy looked through the window, and said slowly, “Yes, you ought to take to peddling wares. I told you so. To-day you are free. I have no more commissions for you. Be off with you. Have a good time. I’ll try one of these days to fix you up differently. Good-by.”


    Maklakov held out his hand. Yevsey touched it gratefully, and walked away happy.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XV


    
      
    


    A FEW weeks later Klimkov began to feel freer and more at ease. Every morning, warmly and comfortably dressed, with a box of small wares on his breast, he went to receive orders either at one of the cafés where the spies gathered, or at a police office, or at the lodging of one of the spies. The directions given him were simple and distinct.


    “Go to such and such a house. Get acquainted with the servants. Find out how the masters live.” If he succeeded in penetrating to the kitchen of the given house, he would first try to bribe the servants by the cheap price of the goods and by little presents. Then he would carefully question them about what he had been ordered to learn. When he felt that the information gathered was insufficient, he filled up the deficiency from his own head, thinking it out according to the plan draughted for him by the old, fat, and sensual Solovyov.


    “These men in whom we are interested,” Solovyov once said in a smug, honey-sweet voice, “all have the same habits. They do not believe in God, they do not go to church, they dress poorly, but they are civil in their manners. They read many books, sit up late at night, often have gatherings of guests in their lodgings, but drink very little wine, and do not play cards. They speak about foreign countries, about systems of government, workingmen’s socialism and full liberty for the people. Also about the poor masses, declaring it is necessary to stir them up to revolt against our Czar, to kill out the entire administration, take possession of the highest offices, and by means of socialism again introduce serfdom, in which they will have complete liberty.” The warm voice of the spy broke off. He coughed and heaved a sentimental sigh. “Liberty — everybody likes and wants to have liberty. But if you give me liberty, maybe I’ll become the first villain in the world. That’s it. It is impossible to give even a child full liberty. The Church Fathers, God’s saints, even they were subject to temptations of the flesh, and they sinned in the very highest. People’s lives are held together, not by liberty but by fear. Submission to law is essential to man. But the revolutionists reject law. They form two parties. One wants to make quick work with the ministers and the faithful subjects of the Czar by means of bombs, etc. The other party is willing to wait a little; first they’ll have a general uprising, then they’ll kill off everybody at once.” Solovyov raised his eyes pensively, and paused an instant. “It is difficult for us to comprehend their politics. Maybe they really understand something. But for us everything they propose is an obnoxious delusion. We fulfil the will of the Czar, the anointed sovereign of God. And he is responsible for us before God, so we ought to do what he bids us. In order to gain the confidence of the revolutionists you must complain, ‘ Life is very hard for the poor, the police insult them, and there’s no sort of law.’ Although they are people of villainous intent, yet they are credulous, and you can always catch them with that bait. Behave cannily toward their servants; for their servants aren’t stupid, either. Whenever necessary, reduce the price of your goods, so that they will get used to you and value you. But guard against exciting suspicion. They will begin to think, ‘What is it? He sells very cheap, and asks prying questions.’ The best thing for you to do is to strike up friendships. Take a little dainty, hot, fullbreasted thing, and you’ll get all sorts of good information from her. She will sew shirts for you, and invite you to spend the night with her, and she will find out whatever you order her to. You know — a tiny, soft little mouse. You can stretch your arm a long distance through a woman.”


    This round man, hairy-handed, thick-lipped, and pock-marked, spoke about women more frequently than the others. He would lower his soft voice to a whisper, his neck would perspire, his feet would shuffle uneasily, and his eyes, minus eyebrows and eyelashes, would fill with warm, oily moisture.


    Yevsey with his sharp scent observed that Solovyov always smelt of hot, greasy, decayed meat.


    In the chancery the spies had been spoken of as people who know everything, hold everything in their hands, and have friends and helpers everywhere. Though they could seize all the dangerous people at once, they were not doing so simply because they did not wish to deprive themselves of a position. On entering the Department of Safety everyone swore an oath to pity nobody, neither father, mother, nor brother, nor to speak a word to one another about the sacred and awful business which they vowed they would serve all their lives.


    Consequently Yevsey had expected to find sullen personalities. He had pictured them as speaking little in words unintelligible to simple people, as possessing the miraculous perspicacity of a sorcerer, able to read a man’s thoughts and divine all the secrets of his life.


    Now from his sharp observation of them he clearly saw they were not unusual, nor for him either worse or more dangerous than others. In fact, they seemed to live in a more comradely fashion than was common. They frankly spoke of their mistakes and failures, even laughed over them. All without exception were equally fervent in swearing at their superiors, though with varying degrees of malice.


    Conscious of a close bond uniting them they were solicitous for one another. When it happened that someone was late for a meeting or failed to appear at all, there was a general sense of uneasiness about the absentee, and Yevsey, Zarubin, or someone of the numerous group of “novices,” or “assistants” was sent to look for the lost man at another gathering place.


    A stranger observing them would have been instantly struck by the lack of greed for money among the majority and the readiness to share money with comrades who had gambled it away or squandered it in some other fashion. They all loved games of hazard, took a childish interest in card tricks, and envied the cleverness of the card-sharper.


    They spoke to one another with ecstasy and acute envy of the revelries of the officials, described in detail the bodies of the lewd women known to them, and hotly discussed the various processes of the sexual relation. Most of them were unmarried, almost all were young, and for everyone of them a woman was something in the nature of whiskey —— to give him ease and lull him to sleep. Women brought them relief from the anxiety of their dog’s work. Almost all kept indecent photographs in their pockets, and looked at them with greed while talking obscenities. Such discussion roused in Yevsey a sharp, intoxicating curiosity, sometimes incredulity and nausea. He soon came to know that some of the spies practised pederasty and sodomy, and that very many were infected with secret diseases. All of them drank much, mixing wine with beer, and beer with cognac, in an effort to get drunk as quickly as possible.


    Only a few of them put hot enthusiasm, the passion of the hunter, into their work. These boasted of their skill, swelling with pride as they described themselves as heroes. The majority, however, did their work wearily, with an air of being bored.


    Their talks about the people whom they hunted down like beasts were seldom marked by the fierce hatred that boiled in Sasha’s conversation like a seething hot-spring. One who was different from the rest was Melnikov, a heavy, hairy man with a thick, bellowing voice, who walked with oddly bent neck and spoke little. His dark eyes were always straining, as if in constant search. The man seemed to Yevsey ever to be thinking of something terrible. Krasavin and Solovyov also contrasted with the others, the one by his cold malice, the other by the complacent satisfaction with which he spoke about fights, blood-shed, and women.


    Among the youth the most noticeable was Yakov Zarubin, who was constantly fidgetting about and constantly running up to the others with questions. When he listened to the conversations about the revolutionists he knitted his brows in anger and jotted down notes in his little note-book.


    He tried to be of service to all the important spies, though it was evident that no one liked him and that his book was regarded with suspicion.


    The larger number spoke indifferently about the revolutionists, sometimes denouncing them as incomprehensible men of whom they were sick, sometimes referring to them in fun as to amusing cranks. Occasionally, too, they spoke in anger as one speaks of a child who deserves punishment for impudence. Yevsey began to imagine that all the revolutionists were empty people who were not serious, and did not themselves know what they wanted, but merely brought disturbance and disorder into life.


    Once Yevsey asked Piotr:


    “There, you said the revolutionists are being bribed by the Germans, and now they say differently.”


    “What do you mean by ‘differently?’” Piotr demanded angrily.


    “That they are poor and stupid, and nobody says anything about the Germans.”


    “Go to the devil, brother! Isn’t it all the same to you? Do what you are told to do. Your color is the diamond, and you go with diamonds.”


    Matters of business were discussed in a lazy, unwilling way, and “You don’t understand anything, brother,” was a common rejoinder of one spy to another.


    “And you?” would be the counter-retort.


    “I keep quiet.”


    Klimkov tried to keep as far away as possible from Sasha. The ominous face of the sick man frightened him, and the smell of iodoform and the snuffling, cantankerous voice disgusted him.


    “Villains!” cried Sasha swearing at the officials. “They are given millions, and toss us pennies. They squander hundreds of thousands on women and on various genteel folk, who, they want us to believe, work for the good of society. But it’s not the gentry that make revolutions — you must know that, idiots, — the revolution grows underneath, in the ground, among the people. Give me five millions, and in one month I’ll lift the revolution up above ground into the street. I’ll carry it out of the dark corners into the light of day. Then — choke it!”


    Sasha, always contrived horrible schemes for the extermination of the noxious people. While devising them he stamped his feet, extended his trembling arms, and tore the air with his yellow fingers, while his face turned leaden, his red eyes grew strangely dim, and the spittle spurted from his mouth.


    All, it was evident, looked upon him with aversion and feared him, though they were anxious to conceal the repulsion produced by his disease. Maklakov alone calmly avoided close intercourse with the sick man. He did not even give him his hand in greeting. Sasha, in his turn, who ridiculed everybody, who swore at all his comrades, setting them down as fools, plainly put Maklakov in a category by himself. He was always serious in his intercourse with the spy, and apparently spoke to him with greater will than to the rest. He did not abuse him even behind his back.


    Once when Maklakov had walked out without, as usual, taking leave of him, he cried:


    “The nobleman is squeamish. He doesn’t want to come near me. He has the right to be, the devil take him! His ancestors lived in lofty rooms, they breathed rarefied air, ate healthful food, wore clean undergarments. He, too, for that matter. But I am a muzhik. I was born and brought up like an animal, in filth, among lice, on coarse black bread made of unbolted meal. His blood is better than mine, yes, indeed, both the blood and the brain; and the brain is the soul.” After a pause he added in a lower voice, gloomily, without ridicule, “Idiots and impostors speak of the equality of man. The aristocrat preaches equality because he is an impudent scoundrel, and can’t do anything himself. So of course he says, ‘you are just as good a man as I am. Act so that I shall be able to live better.’ This is the theory of equality.”


    Sasha’s talks did not evoke a response from the other spies. They failed to be moved by his excitement, and listened to his growling in indifferent silence. He received sulky support, however, from one, the large Melnikov, who acted as a detective among workingmen.


    “Yes,” Melnikov would say, “they are all deceivers,” and nod his dark unkempt head in confirmation while vigorously clenching his hairy fist.


    “They ought to be killed, as the muzhiks kill horse thieves,” screamed Sasha.


    “To kill may be a little too much, but sometimes it would be delicious to give a gentleman a box on the ear,” said Chashin, a celebrated billiard player, curly-haired, thin, and sharp-nosed. “Let’s take this example. About a week ago I was playing in Kononov’s hotel with a gentleman. I saw his face was familiar to me, but all chickens have feathers. He stared at me in his turn. ‘Well,’ thinks I, ‘look. I don’t change color.’ I fixed him for three rubles and half a dozen beers, and while we were drinking he suddenly rose, and said, ‘I recognize you. You are a spy. When I was in the university,’ he said, ‘thanks to you,’ he said, ‘I had to stick in prison four months. You are,’ he said, ‘a scoundrel.’ At first I was frightened, but soon the insult gnawed at my heart. ‘You sat in prison not at all thanks to me, but to your politics. And your politics do not concern me personally. But let me tell you that on your account I had to run about day and night hunting you in all sorts of weather. I had to stick in the hospital thirteen days.’ That’s the truth. The idea for him to jump on me! The pig, he ate himself fat as a priest, wore a gold watch, and had a diamond pin stuck in his tie.”


    Akim Grokhotov, a handsome fellow, with a face mobile as an actor’s observed:


    “I know men like that, too. When they are young, they walk on their heads; when the serious years come, they stay at home peacefully with their wives, and for the sake of a livelihood are even ready to enter our Department of Safety. The law of nature.”


    “Among them are some who can’t do anything besides revolutionary work. Those are the most dangerous,” said Melnikov.


    “Yes, yes,” shot from Krasavin, who greedily rolled his oblique eyes.


    Once Piotr lost a great deal in cards. He asked in a wearied, exasperated tone:


    “When will this dog’s life of ours end?” Solovyov looked at him, and chewed his thick lips.


    “We are not called upon to judge of such matters. Our business is simple. All we have to do is to take note of a certain face pointed out by the officials, or to find it ourselves, gather information, make observations, give a report to the authorities, and let them do as they please. For all we care they may flay people alive. Politics do not concern us. Once there was an agent in our Department, Grisha Sokovnin, who also thought about such things, and ended his life in a prison hospital where he died of consumption.” Oftenest the conversation took some such course as the following:


    Viekov, a wig-maker, always gaily and fashionably dressed, a modest, quiet person, announced: “Three fellows were arrested yesterday.”


    “Great news!” someone responded indifferently. But Viekov whether or no would tell his comrades all he knew. A spark of quiet stubbornness flared up in his small eyes as he continued in an inquisitive tone:


    “The gentlemen revolutionists, it seems, are again hatching plots on Nikitskaya Street — great goings-on.”


    “Fools! All the janitors there are old hands in the service.”


    “Much help they are, the janitors!”


    “Hmm, yes, indeed.”


    “However,” said Viekov cautiously, “a janitor can be bribed.”


    “And you, too. Every man can be bribed — a mere matter of price.”


    “Did you hear, boys, Siekachev won seven hundred rubles in cards yesterday.”


    “How he smuggles the cards!”


    “Yes, yes. He’s no sharper, but a young wizard.”


    Viekov looked around, smiled in embarrassment, then silently and carefully smoothed his clothes.


    “A new proclamation has appeared,” he announced another time.


    “There are lots of proclamations. The devil knows which of them is new.”


    “There’s a great deal of evil in them.”


    “Did you read it?”


    “No. Filip Filippovich says there’s a new one, and he’s mad.” —


    “The authorities are always mad. Such is the law of nature,” remarked Grokhotov with a smile. “Who reads those proclamations?”


    “They’re read all right — very much so.”


    “Well, what of it? I have read them, too, yet I didn’t turn black. I remained what I was, a red-haired fellow. It’s not a matter of proclamations, it’s a matter of bombs.”


    “Of course.”


    “A proclamation doesn’t explode.”


    Evidently, however, the spies did not like to speak of bombs, for each time they were mentioned, all made a strenuous effort to change the subject.


    “Forty thousand dollars’ worth of gold articles were stolen in Kazan.”


    “There’s something for you!”


    “Forty thousand! Whew!”


    “Did they catch the thieves?” someone asked in great excitement.


    “They’ll get caught,” prophesied another sorrowfully.


    “Well, before that happens they’ll have a good time.”


    A mist of envy enveloped the spies, who sank in dreams of revelries, of big stakes, and costly women.


    Melnikov was more interested than the others in the course of the war. Often he asked Maklakov, who read the newspapers carefully:


    “Are they still licking us?”


    “They are.”


    “But what’s the cause?” Melnikov exclaimed in perplexity, rolling his eyes. “Aren’t there people enough, or what?”


    “Not enough sense,” Maklakov retorted drily.


    “The workingmen are dissatisfied. They do not understand. They say the generals have been bribed.”


    “That’s certainly true,” Krasavin broke in. “None of them are Russians,” — he uttered an ugly oath—” what’s our blood to them?”


    “Blood is cheap,” said Solovyov, and smiled strangely.


    As a rule the spies spoke of the war unwillingly, as if constrained in one another’s presence, and afraid of uttering some dangerous word. On the day of a defeat they all drank more whiskey than usual, and having gotten drunk quarreled over trifles.


    On such days Yevsey trying to avoid possible brawls made his escape unnoticed to his empty room, and there thought about the life of the spies. All of them — and there were many, their numbers constantly increasing — all of them seemed unhappy. They were all solitary, and he pitied them with his colorless pity. Nevertheless he liked to be among them and listen to their talk.


    At the meetings Sasha boiled over and swore:


    “Monstrosities! You understand nothing. You can’t understand the significance of the business. Monstrosities!”


    In answer some smiled deprecatingly, others maintained sullen silence.


    “For forty rubles a month you can’t be expected to understand very much,” one would sometimes mutter.


    “You ought to be wiped off the face of the earth,” shrieked Sasha.


    Klimkov began to dislike Sasha more and more, strengthened in his ill-will by the fact that nobody else cared for the diseased man.


    Many of the spies were actually sick from the constant dread of attacks and death. Fear drove some, as it had Yelizar Titov, into an insane asylum.


    “I was playing in the club yesterday,” said Piotr, in a disconcerted tone, “when I felt something pressing on the nape of my neck and a cold shiver running up and down my back-bone. I looked around. There in the corner stood a tall man looking at me as if he were measuring me inch by inch. I could not play. I rose from the table, and I saw him move. I backed out, and ran down the stairs into the yard and out into the street. I took a cab, sat in it sidewise, and looked back. Suddenly the man appeared from somewhere in front of me, and crossed the street under the horse’s very nose. Maybe it wasn’t he. But in such a case you can’t think. How I yelled! He stopped, and I jumped out of the cab, and off I went at a gallop, the cabman after me. Well, how I did run, the devil take it!”


    “Such things happen,” said Grokhotov, smiling. “I once hid myself for a similar reason in the yard. But it was still more horrible there, so I climbed up to a roof, and sat there behind the chimney until daybreak. A man must guard himself against another ‘nan. Such is the law of nature.”


    Krasavin once entered pale and sweating with staring eyes.


    “They were following me,” he announced gloomily, pressing his temples.


    “Who?”


    “They.”


    Solovyov endeavored to calm him.


    “Lots of people walk the streets, Gavrilo. What’s that to you?”


    “I could tell by the way they walked they were after me.”


    For more than two weeks Yevsey did not see Krasavin.


    The spies treated Klimkov good-naturedly, and their occasional laughter at his expense did not offend him, for when, he was grieved over his mistakes, they comforted him:


    “You’ll get used to the work.”


    He was puzzled as to when the spies did their work, and tried to unriddle the problem. They seemed to pass the greater part of their time in the cafés, sending novices and such insignificant fellows as himself out for observations.


    He knew that besides all the spies with whom he was acquainted there were still others, desperate, fearless men, who mingled with the revolutionists, and were known by the name of provocators. There were only a few such men, but these few did most of the work, and directed it entirely. The authorities prized them very highly, while the street spies, envious of them, were unanimous in their dislike of the provocators because of their haughtiness.


    Once in the street Grokhotov pointed out a provocator to Yevsey.


    “Look, Klimkov, quick!”


    A tall sturdy man was walking along the pavement. His fair hair combed back fell down beautifully from under his hat to his shoulders. His face was large and handsome, his mustache luxuriant. His soberly clad person produced the impression of that of an important, well-fed gentleman of the nobility.


    “You see what a fellow?” said Grokhotov with pride. “Fine, isn’t he? Our guard. He delivered up twenty men of the bomb. He helped them make the bombs himself. They wanted to blow up a minister. He taught them, then delivered them up. Clever piece of business, wasn’t it?”


    “Yes,” said Yevsey, amazed at the man’s stately appearance so unlike that of the busy, bustling street spies.


    “That’s the kind they are, the real ones,” said Grokhotov. “Why, he would do for a minister; he has the face and figure for it. And we — what are we? Poverty-stricken dependents upon a hungry nobleman.”


    Yevsey sighed. The magnificent spy aroused his envy.


    Ready to serve anybody and everybody for a good look or a kind word, he ran about the city obediently, searched, questioned, and informed. If he succeeded in pleasing, he rejoiced sincerely, and grew in his own estimation. He worked much, made himself very tired, and had no time to think.


    Maklakov, reserved and serious, seemed better and purer to Yevsey than any person he had met up to that time. He always wanted to ask him about something, and tell him about himself — such an attractive and engaging face did this young spy have.


    Once Yevsey actually put a question to him:


    “Timofey Vesilyevich, how much do the revolutionists receive a month?”


    A light shadow passed over Maklakov’s bright eyes.


    “You are talking nonsense,” he answered, not in a loud voice, but angrily.


    The days passed quickly, in a constant stir, one just like the other. At times Yevsey felt they would file on in the same way far into the future — vari-colored, boisterous, filled with the talks now become familiar to him and with the running about to which he had already grown accustomed. This thought enfolded his heart in cold tedium, his body in enfeebling languor. Everything within and without became empty. Klimkov seemed to be sliding down into a bottomless pit.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XVI


    
      
    


    IN the middle of the winter everything suddenly trembled and shook. People anxiously opened their eyes, gesticulated, disputed furiously, and swore. As though severely wounded and blinded by a blow, they all stampeded to one place.


    It began in this way. One evening on reaching the Department of Safety to hand in a hurried report of his investigations, Klimkov found something unusual and incomprehensible in the place. The officials, agents, and clerks appeared to have put on new faces. All seemed strangely unlike themselves. They wore an air of astonishment and rejoicing. They spoke now in very low tones and mysteriously, now aloud and angrily. There was a senseless running from room to room, a listening to one another’s words, a suspicious screwing-up of anxious eyes, a shaking of heads and sighing, a sudden cessation of talk, and an equally sudden burst of disputing. A whirlwind of fear and perplexity swept the room in broad circles. Playing with the people’s impotence it drove them about like dust, first blowing them into a pile, then scattering them on all sides. Klimkov stationed in a corner looked with vacant eyes upon this state of consternation, and listened to the conversation with strained attention.


    He saw Melnikov with his powerful neck bent and his head stuck forward place his hairy hands on different persons’ shoulders and demand in his low hollow voice:


    “Why did the people do it?”


    “What of it? The people must live. Hundreds were killed, eh? Wounded!” shouted Solovyov.


    From somewhere came the repulsive voice of Sasha, cutting the ear.


    “The priest ought to have been caught. That before everything else. The idiots!” Krasavin walked about with his hands folded behind his back, biting his lips and rolling his eyes in every direction.


    Quiet Viekov took up his stand beside Yevsey, and picked at the buttons of his vest.


    “So this is the point we’ve reached,” he said. “My God! Bloodshed! What do you think, eh?”


    “What happened?” Yevsey asked.


    Viekov looked around warily, took Klimkov by the hand, and whispered:


    “This morning the people in St. Petersburg with a priest and sacred banners marched to the Czar Emperor. You understand? But they were not admitted. The soldiers were stationed about, and blood was spilled.”


    A handsome staid gentleman, Leontyev, ran past them, glanced back at Viekov through his pince nez, and asked:


    “Where is Filip Filippovich?”


    But he disappeared without waiting for the information he wanted, and Viekov ran after him.


    Yevsey closed his eyes for a minute, in order to try in the darkness to get at the meaning of what had been told him. He could easily represent to himself a mass of people walking through the streets in a sacred procession, but since he could not understand why the soldiers had shot at them, he was skeptical about the affair. However, the general agitation seized him, too, and he felt disturbed and ill at ease. He wanted to bustle about with the spies, but unable to make up his mind to approach those he knew, he merely retreated still farther into his corner.


    Many persons passed by him, all of whom, he fancied, were quickly searching for a little cosy corner where they might stand to collect their thoughts.


    Maklakov appeared. He remained near the door with his hands thrust into his pockets, and looked sidewise at everybody. Melnikov approached him.


    “Did they do it on account of the war?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “For what else? If it was the people. But maybe it was simply some mistake. Eh? What did they ask for, do you know?”


    “A constitution,” replied Maklakov.


    The sullen spy shook his head.


    “I don’t believe it.”


    “As you please.”


    Then Melnikov turned heavily, like a bear, and walked away grumbling:


    “No one understands anything. They stir about, make a big noise—”


    Yevsey went up to Maklakov, who was looking at him.


    “What is it?”


    “I have a report.”, Maklakov waved him aside.


    “Who wants to bother about reports to-day.” Yevsey drew still nearer, and asked:


    “Timofey Vasilyevich, what does ‘constitution’ mean?”


    “A different order of life,” answered the spy in a low voice.


    Solovyov, perspiring and red, came running up. “Have you heard whether they are going to send us to St. Petersburg?”


    “No, I haven’t.”


    “I think they probably will. Such an event! Why, it’s a revolt, a real revolt.”


    “To-morrow we will know.”


    “How much blood has been shed! What is it?”


    Maklakov’s eye ran about uneasily. To-day his shoulders seemed more stooping than ever, and the ends of his mustache dropped downward.


    Something seemed to be revolting in Yevsey’s brain, and Maklakov’s grim words kept repeating themselves.


    “A different order of life — different.”


    They gripped at his heart, arousing a sharp desire to extract their meaning. But everything around him turned and darted hither and thither. Melnikov’s angry, resonant voice sounded sickeningly:


    “The thing is, to know what people did it. The working-people are one thing, simply residents another. This differentiation must be made.” And Krasavin spoke distinctly:


    “If even the people begin to revolt against the Czar, then there are no people any more, only rebels.”


    “Wait, and suppose there’s deception here.”


    “Hey, you old devil,” whispered Zarubin, hastening up to Yevsey. “I’ve struck a vein of business. Come on, I’ll tell you.”


    Klimkov followed him in silence for a space, then stopped.


    “Where shall I go?”


    “To a beer saloon. You understand? There’s a girl there, Margarita. She has an acquaintance, a milliner. At the milliner’s lodging they read books on Saturdays — students and various other people like that. So I’m going to cut them up. Ugh!” —


    “I won’t go,” said Yevsey.


    “Oh, you! Ugh!”


    The long ribbon of strange impressions quickly enmeshed Yevsey’s heart, hindering him from an understanding of what was happening. He walked off home unobserved, carrying away with him the premonition of impending misfortune, a misfortune that already lay in hiding and was stretching out irresistible arms to clutch him. It filled his heart with new fear and grief. In expectation of this misfortune he endeavored to walk in the obscurity close against the houses. He recalled the agitated faces and excited voices, the disconnected talk about death, about blood, about the huge graves, into which dozens of bodies had been flung like rubbish.


    At home he stood at the window a long time looking at the yellow light of the street-lamp. The pedestrians quickly walked into the circle of its light, then plunged into the darkness again. So in Yevsey’s head a faint timid light was casting a pale illumination upon a narrow circle, into which ignorant, cautious grey thoughts, helplessly holding on to one another like blind people, were slowly creeping. Small and lame they gathered into a shy group driven into one place like a swarm of mosquitoes. But suddenly, losing hold of the bond uniting them, they disappeared without leaving a trace, and his soul devoid of them remained like a desert illuminated by a solitary ray from a sorrowful moon.


    The days passed as in a delirium, filled with terrible tales of the fierce destruction of people. For Yevsey these days crawled slowly over the earth like black eyeless monsters, swollen with the blood they had devoured. They crawled with their huge jaws wide open, poisoning the air with their stifling, salty odor. People ran and fell, shouted and wept, mingling their tears with their blood. And the blind monster destroyed them, crushed old and young, women and children. They were pushed forward to their destruction by the ruler of their life, fear, — fear leaden-grey as a storm-cloud, powerful as the current of a broad stream.


    Though the thing had happened far away, in a strange city, Yevsey knew that fear was alive everywhere. He felt it all over, round about him.


    No one understood the event, no one was able to explain it. It stood before the people like a huge riddle and frightened them. The spies stuck in their meeting places from morning until night, and did much reading of newspapers and drinking of whiskey. They also crowded into the Department of Safety, where they disputed, and pressed close against one another. They were impatiently awaiting something.


    “Can anybody explain the truth?” Melnikov kept asking.


    One evening a few weeks after the event there was a meeting of the spies in the Department of Safety at which Sasha delivered a speech.


    “Stop this nonsensical talk,” he said sharply. “It’s a scheme of the Japs. The Japs gave 18,000,000 rubles to Father Gapon to stir the people up to revolt. You understand? The people were made drunk on the road to the palace; the revolutionists had ordered a few wine shops to be broken into. You understand?” He let his red eyes rove about the company as if seeking those of his listeners who disagreed with him. “They thought the Czar, loving the people, would come out to them. And at that time it was decided to kill him. Is it clear to you?”


    “Yes, it’s clear,” shouted Yakov Zarubin, and began to jot something down in his note-book.


    “Jackass!” shouted Sasha in a surly voice. “I’m not asking you. Melnikov, do you understand?”


    Melnikov was sitting in a corner, clutching his head with both hands and swaying to and fro as if he had the toothache. Without changing his position he answered:


    “A deception!” His voice struck the floor dully, as if something soft yet heavy had fallen.


    “Yes, a deception,” repeated Sasha, and began again to speak quickly and fluently. Sometimes he carefully touched his forehead, then looked at his fingers and wiped them on his knee. Yevsey had the sensation that even his words reeked with a putrid odor. He listened wrinkling his forehead painfully. He understood everything the spy said, but he felt that his speech did not efface, in fact, could not efface, from his mind the black picture of the bloody holiday.


    All were silent, now and then shaking their heads, and refraining from looking at one another. It was quiet and gloomy. Sasha’s words floated a long time over his auditors’ heads touching nobody.


    “If it was known that the people had been deceived, then why were they killed?” the unexpected question suddenly burst from Melnikov.


    “Fool!” screamed Sasha. “Suppose you had been told that I was your wife’s paramour, and you got drunk and came at me with a knife, what should I do? Should I tell you ‘Strike!’ even though you had been duped, and I was not guilty?”


    Melnikov started to his feet, stretched himself, and bawled:


    “Don’t bark, you dog!”


    A tremor ran through Yevsey at his words, and Viekov thin and nerveless, who sat beside him, whispered in fright:


    “Oh, God! Hold him!”


    Sasha clenched his teeth, thrust one hand into his pocket, and drew back. All the spies — there were many in the room — sat silent and motionless, and waited watching Sasha’s hand. Melnikov waved his hat and walked slowly to the door. —


    “I’m not afraid of your pistol.”


    He slammed the door after him noisily. Viekov went to lock it, and said as he returned to his place:


    “What a dangerous man!”


    “So,” continued Sasha, pulling a revolver from his pocket and examining it. “To-morrow morning you are each of you to get down to business, do you hear? And bear in mind that now you will all have more to do than before. Part of us will have to go to St. Petersburg. That’s number one. Secondly, this is the very time that you’ll have to keep your eyes and ears particularly wide open, because people will begin to babble all sorts of nonsense in regard to this affair. The revolutionists will not be so careful now, you understand?”


    Handsome Grokhotov drew a loud breath and said:


    “We understand, never mind! If it’s true that the Japs gave such large sums of money, that explains it, of course.”


    “Without any explanation it’s very hard,” said someone.


    “Ye-e-e-s.”


    “People cry, ‘What does it mean?’ And they give you poisonous talk, and you don’t know how to answer back.”


    “The people are very much interested in this revolt.”


    All these remarks were made in an indolent, bloodless fashion and with an air of constraint.


    “Well, now you know what you are about, and how you should reply to the fools,” said Sasha angrily. “And if some donkey should begin to bray, take him by the neck, whistle for a policeman, and off with him to the police station. There they have instructions as to what’s to be done with such people. Ho, Viekov, or somebody, ring the bell and order some Selters.”


    Yakov Zarubin rushed to the bell.


    Sasha looked at him, and said showing his teeth:


    “Say, puppy, don’t be mad with me for having cut you off.”


    “I’m not mad, Aleksandr Nikitich.”


    “Ye-e-s,” Grokhotov drawled pensively. “Still they are a power, after all! Consider what they accomplished — raised a hundred thousand people.”


    “Stupidity is light, it’s easy to raise,” Sasha interrupted him. “They had the means to raise a hundred thousand people; they had the money. Just you give me such a sum of money, and I’ll show you how to make history.” Sasha uttered an ugly oath, lifted himself slightly from the sofa, stretched out the thin yellow hand which held the revolver, screwed up his eyes, and aiming at the ceiling, cried through his teeth in a yearning whine, “I would show you!”


    All these things — Sasha’s words and gestures, his eyes and his smiles — were familiar to Yevsey, but now they seemed impotent, useless as infrequent drops of rain in extinguishing a conflagration. They did not extinguish fear, and were powerless to stop the quiet growth of a premonition of misfortune.


    At this time a new view of the life of the people unconsciously developed in Yevsey’s mind. He learned that on the one hand some people might gather in the streets by the tens of thousands in order to go to the rich and powerful Czar and ask him for help, while others might kill these tens of thousands for doing so. He recalled everything the Smokestack had said about the poverty of the people and the wealth of the Czar, and was convinced that both sides acted in the manner they did from fear.


    Nevertheless the people astonished him by their desperate bravery, and aroused in him a feeling with which he had hitherto been unfamiliar.


    Now as before when walking the streets with the box of goods on his breast, he carefully stepped aside for the passersby, either taking to the middle of the street, or pressing against the walls of the houses. Howeyer, he began to look into the people’s faces more attentively, with a feeling akin to respect, and his fear of them seemed to have diminished slightly. Men’s faces had suddenly changed, acquiring more variety and significance of expression. All began to talk with one another more willingly and simply, and to walk the streets more briskly, with a firmer tread.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XVII


    
      
    


    YEVSEY often entered a house occupied by a physician and a journalist upon whom he was assigned to spy. The physician employed a wet-nurse named Masha, a full, round little woman with merry sky-blue eyes, who was always neat and clean, and wore a white or blue sarafan with a string of beads around her bare neck. Her fullbreasted figure gave the impression of a luscious, healthy creature, and won the fancy of Yevsey, who imagined that a strong savory odor, as of hot rye-bread, emanated from her. She was an affectionate little person. He loved to question her about the village and hear her replies in a rapid sing-song. He soon came to know all her relatives, where each one lived, what was the occupation of each, and what the wages.


    He paid her one of his visits five days later after Sasha had explained the cause of the uprising. He found her sitting on the bed in the cook’s room adjoining the kitchen. Her face was swollen, her eyes were red, and her lower lip stuck out comically.


    “Good morning,” she said sullenly. “We don’t want anything. Go. We don’t want anything.”


    “Did the master insult you?” Yevsey asked. Though he knew the master had not insulted her, he regarded it as his professional duty to ask just such questions. His next duty was to sigh and add, “That’s the way they always are. You’ve got to work for them your whole life long.”


    Anfisa Petrovna, the cook, a thin, ill-tempered body, suddenly cried out:


    “Her brother-in-law was killed, and her sister was knouted. She had to be taken to the hospital.”


    “In St. Petersburg?” Yevsey inquired quietly.


    “Yes.”


    Masha drew in a full breast of air, and groaned, holding her head in her hands.


    “What for?” asked Yevsey.


    “Who knows them? A curse upon them!” shrieked the cook, rattling the dishes in her exasperation. “Why did they kill all those people? That’s what I would like to know.”


    “It wasn’t his fault,” Masha sobbed. “I know him. Oh, God! He was a book-binder, a peaceful fellow. He didn’t drink. He made forty rubles a month. Oh, God! They beat Tania, and she’s soon to have a child. It will be her second child. ‘ If it’s a boy,’ she said, ‘I’ll christen him Foma in honor of my husband’s friend.’ And she wanted the friend to be the child’s god-father, too. But they put a bullet through his leg, and broke his head open, the cursed monsters! May they have neither sleep nor rest! May they be tom with anguish and with shame! May they choke in blood, the infernal devils!”


    Her words and tears flowed in tempestuous streams. Dishevelled and pitiful she screamed in desperate rage and scratched her shoulders and her breast with her nails. Then she flung herself on the bed and buried her head in the pillow, moaning and trembling convulsively.


    “Her uncle sent her a letter from there,” said the cook, running about in the kitchen from the table to the stove and back again. “You ought to see what he writes! The whole street is reading the letter. Nobody can understand it. The people marched with ikons, with their holy man, they had priests — everything was done in a Christian fashion. They went to the Czar to tell him: ‘Father, our Emperor, reduce the number of officials a little. We cannot live with so many officers and such burdensome taxes on our shoulders, we haven’t enough to pay their salaries, and they take such liberties with us — the very extreme of liberties. They squeeze everything out of us they want.’ Everything was honest and open. They had been preparing for this a long time, a whole month. The police knew of it, yet no one interfered. They went out and marched along the streets, when suddenly off the soldiers go shooting at them! The soldiers surrounded them on all sides and shot at them! Hacked them and trampled them down with their horses — everybody, even the little children! They kept up the massacre for two days. Think of it! What does it mean? That the people are not wanted any more? That they have decided to exterminate them?”


    Anfisa’s cutting, unpleasant voice sank into a whisper, above which could now be heard the sputtering of the butter on the stove, the angry gurgle of the boiling water in the kettle, the dull roaring of the fire, and Masha’s groans. Yevsey felt obliged to answer the sharp questions of the cook, and he wanted to soothe Masha. He coughed carefully, and said without looking at anybody:


    “They say the Japs arranged the affair.”


    “S-s-s-o?” the cook cried ironically. “The Japs, the Japs, of course! We know the Japs. They keep to themselves, they stick in their own home. Our master explained to us who they are. You just tell my brother about the Japs. He knows all about them, too. It was scoundrels, not Japs!”


    From what Melnikov had said Yevsey knew that the cook’s brother Matvey Zimin worked in a furniture factory, and read prohibited books. Now, all of a sudden, he was seized with the desire to tell her that the police knew about Zimin’s infidelity to the Czar. But at that minute Masha jumped down from the bed, and cried out while arranging her hair:


    “Of course, they have no way of justifying themselves, so they hit upon the Japs as an excuse.”


    “The blackguards!” drawled the cook. “Yesterday in the market somebody also made a speech about the Japs. Evidently he had been bribed to justify the officials. One old man was listening, and then you should have heard what he said about the generals, about the ministers, and even about the Czar himself. How he could do it without putting the least check upon himself — no, you can’t fool the people. They’ll catch the truth, no matter into what corner you drive it.”


    Klimkov looked at the floor, and was silent. The desire to tell the cook that watch was being kept upon her brother now left him. He involuntarily thought that every person killed had relatives, who were now just as puzzled as Masha and Anfisa, and asked one another “Why?” He realized that they were crying and grieving in dark perplexity, with hatred secretly springing up in their hearts, hatred of the murderers and of those who endeavored to justify the crime. He sighed and said:


    “A horrible deed has been done.” At the same time he thought: “But I, too, am compelled to protect the officials.”


    Masha giving the door to the kitchen a push with her foot, Yevsey remained alone with the cook, who looked at the door sidewise, and grumbled:


    “The woman is killing herself. Even her milk is spoiled. This is the third day she hasn’t given nourishment. See here, Thursday next week is her birthday, and I’ll celebrate my birthday then, too. Suppose you come here as a guest, and make her a present, say, of a good string of beads. You must comfort a person some way or other.”


    “Very well. I’ll come.”


    “All right.”


    Klimkov walked off slowly, revolving in his mind what the women had said to him. The cook’s talk was too noisy, too forward, instantly creating the impression that she did not speak her own sentiments, but echoed those of another. As for Masha, her grief did not touch him. He had no relatives, moreover he rarely experienced pity for people. Nevertheless he felt that the general revolt everywhere noticeable was reflected in the outcries of these women, and — the main thing — that such talk was unusual, inhumanly brave. Yevsey had his own explanation of the event: fear pushed people one against the other. Then those who were armed and had lost their senses exterminated those who were unarmed and foolish. But this explanation did not stand firm in Yevsey’s mind, and failed to calm his soul. He clearly realized from what he had seen and heard that the people were beginning to free themselves from the thralldom of fear, and were insistently and fearlessly seeking the guilty, whom they found and judged. Everywhere large quantities of leaflets appeared, in which the revolutionists described the bloody days in St. Petersburg, and cursed the Czar, and urged the people not to believe in the administration. Yevsey read a few such leaflets. Though their language was unintelligible to him, he sensed something dangerous in them, something that irresistibly made its way into his heart, and filled him with fresh alarm. He resolved not to read any leaflets again.


    Strict orders were given to find the printing office in which the leaflets were printed, and to catch the persons who distributed them. Sasha swore, and even gave Viekov a slap in the face for something he had done. Filip Filippovich invited the agents to come to him in the evenings, in order to deliver speeches to them. He usually sat in the middle of the room behind his desk, resting the lower half of his arms upon it, and keeping his long fingers engaged in quietly toying with the pencils, pens, and papers. The various gems on his hands sparkled in different colors. From under his black beard gleamed a large yellow medal. He moved his short neck slowly, and his blue spectacles rested in turn upon the faces of all present, who meekly and silently sat against the wall.


    He scarcely ever rose from his armchair. Nothing but his fingers and his neck moved. His heavy face, bloated and white, looked like a face in a portrait; the hairs of his beard seemed glued together. When silent, he was calm and staid, but the instant he spoke in his thin voice, which screeched like an iron saw while being filed, everything about him, the black frockcoat and the order, the gems, and the beard, seemed to be stuck upon somebody else. Sometimes Yevsey fancied that an artificial puppet sat in front of him, inside of which was hidden a little shrivelled-up fellow, resembling a little red devil. If someone were to shout at the puppet, he imagined, the little devil would be frightened, and would jump out with a squeak, and leap through the window.


    Nevertheless Yevsey was afraid of Filip Filippovich. In order not to attract to himself the gobbling look of his blue glasses, he sat as far as possible from him, trying the entire time not to move.


    “Gentlemen,” the thin voice trembled in the air. It drove against Yevsey’s breast unpleasantly and coldly, like a gleaming steel rod. “Gentlemen, you must listen to me carefully. You must remember my words. In these days everyone of you should put your entire mind, your entire soul, into the war with the secret and cunning enemy. You should listen to your orders and fulfil them strictly, though you may act on your own initiative, too.


    In the secret war for the life of your mother Russia, you must know, all means are permissible. The revolutionists are not squeamish as to the means they employ; they do not stop at murder. Remember how many of your comrades have perished at their hands. I do not tell you to kill. No, of course not. I cannot advise such measures. To kill a man requires no cleverness. Every fool can kill. Yet the law is with you. You go against the lawless. It would be criminal to be merciful toward them. They must be rooted out like noxious weeds. I say, you must for yourselves find out what is the best way to stifle the rising revolution. It isn’t I who demand this of you; it is the Czar and the country.” After a pause during which he examined his rings, he went on. “You, gentlemen, have too little energy, too little love for your honest calling. For instance, you have let the old revolutionist Saydakov slip. I now know that he lived in our city for three and a half months. Secondly, up to this time you have failed to find the printing office.”


    “Without provocators it is hard,” someone ventured in an offended tone.


    “Don’t interrupt, if you please. I myself know what is hard, and what is easy. Up to this time you have not been able to gather serious evidence against a whole lot of people known for their seditious tendencies, and you cannot give me any grounds for their arrest.”


    “Arrest them without grounds,” said Piotr with a laugh.


    “What is the object of your facetiousness? I am speaking seriously. If you were to arrest them without grounds, we should simply have to let them go again. That’s all. And to you personally, Piotr Petrovich, I want to remark that you promised something a long time ago. Do you remember? You likewise, Krasavin. You said you had succeeded in becoming acquainted with a man who might lead you to the Terrorists. Well, and what has come of it?”


    “He turned out to be a cheat. You just wait. I’ll do my business,” Krasavin answered calmly.


    “I have no doubt of it whatsoever, but I beg all of you to understand that we must work more energetically, we must hurry matters up.”


    Filip Filippovich discoursed a long time, sometimes a whole hour, without taking breath, calmly, in the same level tone. The only words that varied the monotonous flow were “You must.” The “you” came out resonantly like a long-drawn hammer-blow, the “must,” in a drawled hiss. He embraced everybody in his glassy blue look. His words fairly choked Yevsey.


    Once at the end of a meeting, when Sasha and Yevsey were the only ones who remained with Filip Filippovich, Yevsey heard the following colloquy:


    Filip Filippovich (glumly, dejectedly): What idiots they are, though! Sasha (snuffling): Aha!


    Filip Filippovich: Yes, yes, what can they do? Sasha: It seems that now you are going to learn the value of decent people.


    Filip Filippovich: Well, give them to me. Give them to me.


    Sasha: Ah, they cost dear!


    Klimkov was neither surprised nor offended. This was not the first time he had heard the authorities swear at their subordinates. He counted it in the regular order of life.


    The spies after the meetings spoke to one another thus:


    “Um, yes, a converted Jew, and just look at him!”


    “They say he got a raise of 600 rubles the first of the year.”


    “The value of our labor is growing.”


    Sometimes a handsome, richly dressed gentleman by the name of Leontyev addressed the spies in place of Filip Filippovich. He did not remain seated, but walked up and down the room holding his hands in his pockets, politely stepping out of everybody’s way. His smooth face, always drawn in a frown, was cold and repellant, his thin lips moved reluctantly, and his eyes were veiled.


    Another man named Yasnogursky came from St. Petersburg for the same purpose. He was a low, broad-shouldered, bald man with an order on his breast. He had a large mouth, a wizened face, heavy eyes, like two little stones, and long hands. He spoke in a loud voice, smacking his lips, and pouring out streams of strong oaths. One sentence of his particularly impressed itself on Yevsey’s memory:


    “They say to the people, ‘You can arrange another, an easy life for yourselves.’ They lie, my children. The Emperor our Czar and our Holy Church arrange life, while the people can change nothing, nothing.”


    All the speakers said the same thing: the political agents must serve more zealously, must work more, must be cleverer, because the revolutionists were growing more and more powerful. Sometimes they told about the Czars, how good and wise they were, how the foreigners feared them and envied them because they had liberated various nations from the foreign yoke. They had freed the Bulgarians and the Servians from the oppression of the Turkish Sultan, the Khivans, the Bokharans, and the Turkomans from the Persian Shah, and the Manchurians from the Chinese Emperor. As a result, the Germans and the English along with the Japanese, who were bribed by them, were dissatisfied. They would like to get the nations Russia had liberated into their own power. But they knew the Czar would not permit this, and that was why they hated him, why they wished him all evil, and endeavored to bring about the revolution in Russia.


    Yevsey listened to these speeches with interest, waiting for the moment when the speakers would begin to tell about the Russian people, and explain why all of them were unpleasant and cruel, why they loved to torture one another, and lived such a restless, uncomfortable life. He wanted to hear what the cause was of such poverty, of the universal fear, and the angry groans heard on all sides. But of such things no one spoke.


    After one of the meetings Viekov said to Yevsey as the two were walking in the street:


    “So it means that they are getting into power. Did you hear? It’s impossible to understand what it signifies. Just see — here you have secret people who live hidden, and suddenly they cause general alarm, and shake everything up. It’s very hard to comprehend. From where, I’d like to know, do they get their power?”


    Melnikov, now even more morose and taciturn, grown thin and all dishevelled, once hit his fist on his knee, and shouted:


    “I want to know where the truth is!”


    “What’s the matter?” asked Maklakov angrily.


    “What’s the matter? This is the matter: I understand it this way: One class of officials has grown weak, our class. Now another class gets the power over the people, that’s all.”


    “And the result is — fiddlesticks!” said Maklakov, laughing.


    Melnikov looked at him, and sighed:


    “Don’t lie, Timofey Vasilyevich. You lie out and out. You are a wise man, and you lie. I understand.”


    Thoughts instinctively arose in the dark depths of Yevsey’s soul. He did not realize how they formed themselves, did not feel their secret growth. They appeared suddenly, in perfect array, and frightened him by their unexpected apparition. He endeavored to hide them, to extinguish them for a time, but unsuccessfully. They quietly flashed up again, and shone more clearly, though their light only cast life into still greater obscurity, The frequent conversations about the revolutionists blocked themselves up in his head, creating an insensible sediment in his mind, a thin strata of fresh soil for the growth of puny thoughts. These thoughts disquieted him, and drew him gently to something unknown.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XVIII


    
      
    


    WHILE on his way to Masha to take part in her birthday celebration, the thought occurred to Yevsey: “I am going to get acquainted with the joiner to-day. He’s a revolutionist.”


    Yevsey was the first guest to arrive. He gave Masha a string of blue beads, and Anfisa a shell comb. In return for the gifts, with which both were greatly pleased, they treated him to tea and nalivka (a sort of wine made of berries with whiskey or water). Masha prettily arching her full white neck looked into his face with a kind smile. Her glance softly caressed his heart, enlivened and emboldened him. Anfisa poured the tea and said winking her eyes:


    “Well, merchant, you are our generous donor. When will we celebrate your wedding?”


    Yevsey trying not to show his embarrassment, said quietly and confidingly:


    “I cannot decide to get married. It’s very hard.”


    “Hard? Oh, you modest man! Marya, do you hear? He says it’s hard to get married.” Masha smiled in answer to the cook’s loud laugh, looking at Klimkov from the corner of her eyes.


    “Maybe he has his own meaning of hard.”


    “Yes, I have my own meaning,” said Yevsey, raising his head. “You see I am thinking of the fact that it is hard to find a person with whom you can live soul to soul, so that the one would not fear the other. It is hard to find a person whom you could believe.”


    Masha sat beside him. He glanced sidewise at her neck and breast, and sighed.


    “Suppose I were to tell them where I work.” He started, frightened by the desire, and with a quick effort he suppressed it.


    “If a man does not understand life,” he continued, raising his voice, “it’s better for him to remain alone.”


    “For one person to live all alone is hard, too,” said Masha, pouring out another glass of nalivka for him. “Drink.”


    Yevsey longed to speak much and openly. He observed that the women listened to him willingly; and this in conjunction with the two glasses of wine aroused him. But the journalist’s servant girl Liza, who came in at that moment also excited, at once usurped the attention of Anfisa and Masha. She was bony and had a cast in one eye. Her hair was handsomely dressed, and she was cleverly gowned. With her sprightly manner she seemed a good forward little girl.


    “My good people invited guests for to-day, and did not want to let me go,” she said sitting down. ‘Well,’ said I, ‘you can do as you please.’ And I went off. Let them bother themselves.”


    “Many guests?” Klimkov asked wearily, remembering his duty.


    “A good many. But what sort of guests! Not one of them ever sticks a dime into your hand. On New Year’s all I got was two rubles and thirty kopeks.”


    “So they’re not rich?” asked Yevsey.


    “Oh, rich! No! Not one of them has a whole overshoe.”


    “Who are they? What’s their business?”


    “Different things. Some write for the newspapers, another is simply a student. Oh, what a good fellow one of them is! He has black eyebrows, and curly hair, and a cute little mustache, white, even teeth — a lively, jolly fellow. He came from Siberia not long ago. He keeps talking about hunting.”


    Yevsey looked at Liza, and bent his head. He wanted to say “Stop I” to her. Instead he apathetically asked, “I suppose he must have been exiled.”


    “Who can tell? Maybe. My master and mistress were exiles, too. The sergeant told me so.”


    “Yes, who nowadays hasn’t been an exile?” exclaimed the cook. “I lived at Popov’s, an engineer, a rich man. He had his own house and horses and was getting ready to marry. Suddenly the gendarmes came at night, seized him, and broke up everything, and then he was sent off to Siberia.”


    “I don’t condemn my people,” Liza interrupted, “not a bit of it. They are good folks. They don’t scold. They’re not grasping. Altogether they’re not like other people. And they’re very interesting. They know everything and speak about everything.”


    Yevsey looked at Masha’s ruddy face, and thought:


    “I’d better go; I’ll ask her about her master next time. But I can’t make up my mind to go. If only she kept quiet, the silly!”


    “Our people understand everything, too,” Masha announced with pride.


    “When that affair happened, that revolt in St. Petersburg,” Liza began with animation, “they stayed up nights at a time talking.”


    “Why our people were in your house then,” observed the nurse.


    “Yes, indeed, there were lots of people at the house. They talked, and wrote complaints. One of them even began to cry. Upon my word!”


    “There’s enough to cry about,” sighed the cook. “He clutched his head, and sobbed. ‘Unhappy Russia!’ he said, ‘Unhappy people that we are!’ They gave him water, and even I got sorry for everybody, and began to cry.”


    Masha looked around frightened.


    “God, when I think of my sister!” She rose and went into the cook’s room. The women looked after her sympathetically. Klimkov sighed with relief. Against his will he asked Liza wearily and with an effort:


    “To whom did they write complaints?”


    “I don’t know,” answered Liza.


    “Marya went off to cry,” remarked the cook. The door opened, and the cook’s brother entered coughing.


    “It’s chilly,” he said, untwisting the scarf from his neck.


    “Here, take a drink, quick!”


    “Yes, indeed. And here’s health to you.”


    He was a thin person, who moved about freely and deliberately. The gravity of his voice did not accord very well with his small light beard and his sharp, somewhat bald skull. His face was small, thin, insignificant, his eyes, large and hazel.


    “A revolutionist,” was Yevsey’s mental observation, as he silently pressed the joiner’s hand. “Time for me to be going,” he announced unexpectedly to everybody.


    “Where to?” cried Anfisa, unceremoniously seizing his hand. “Say, you merchant, don’t break up our company. Look, Matvey, what a present he gave me.”


    Zimin looked at Yevsey, and said thoughtfully: “Yesterday they got another order in our factory for fifteen thousand rubles. A drawing-room, a cabinet, a bed-room, and a salon — four rooms. All the orders come from the military. They stole a whole lot of money, and now they want to live after the latest fashion.”


    “There you are!” Yevsey exclaimed mentally, vexed and heated. “Begins the minute he comes in! Oh, Lord!”


    He felt a painful ache in his chest, as if something inside him had been torn. Without thinking of what his question would lead to, he quickly asked the joiner:


    “Are there any revolutionists in the factory?” As if touched to the quick, Zimin quickly turned to him, and looked into his eyes. The cook frowned, and said in a voice dissatisfied but not loud:


    “They say revolutionists are everywhere nowadays.”


    “From smartness or stupidity?” asked Liza. Unable to withstand the hard searching look of the joiner, Klimkov slowly bowed his head, though he followed the workingman with a sidelong glance.


    “Why does that interest you?” Zimin inquired politely but sternly.


    “I have no interest in it,” Yevsey answered lazily.


    “Ah! Then why do you ask?”


    “Just so,” said Yevsey; and in a few seconds added, “Out of politeness.”


    The joiner smiled.


    It seemed to Yevsey that three pairs of eyes were looking at him suspiciously and severely. He felt awkward, and something bitter nipped his throat. Masha came out of the cook’s room, smiling guiltily. When she looked at the others’ faces, the smile disappeared.


    “What’s the matter?”


    “It’s the wine,” flashed through Yevsey’s mind. He rose to his feet, shook himself, and said. “Don’t think I asked for no reason at all. I asked because I wanted to tell her long ago — your sister — about you.”


    Zimin also rose. His face gathered in wrinkles, and turned yellow.


    “What can you tell her about me?” he asked with calm dignity.


    Masha’s quiet whisper reached Yevsey’s ear. “What’s up between them?”


    “Wait,” said Anfisa.


    “I know,” said Yevsey. He had the sensation that he was being swung from the floor into the air light as a feather. He seemed to see everything, observe everything with marvellous plainness. “I know you’re being followed — followed by the agents of the Department of Safety, I know you’re a revolutionist.”


    The cook shook in her chair, crying out in astonishment and fright:


    “Matvey, what does this mean?”


    “Excuse me,” said Zimin, passing his hand reassuringly before her face. “This is a serious matter.” Then he said to Yevsey in a decided stern tone, “Young man, put your overcoat on. You must go home. And I, too, must go. Put your overcoat on.”


    Yevsey smiled. He still felt empty and light. It was a pleasant sensation, but his eyes were dim, and the caustic tickling taste in his mouth came back again. He scarcely realized how he walked away, but he did not forget that all were silent, and no one said good-by to him.


    In the street Zimin nudged his shoulder, and said not aloud but emphatically:


    “I beg you not to come to my sister any more.”


    “Why? Did I offend you?” asked Yevsey.


    “No, not in the least.”


    “Why, then?”


    “Who are you?”


    “A peddler.”


    “Then how do you know what I am, and that I am being followed?”


    “An acquaintance told me.”


    “A spy?”


    “Yes.”


    “So? And you are a spy, too?”


    “No,” said Yevsey. But looking into Zimin’s lean, pale face, he remembered the calm and dull sound of his voice, and without an effort corrected himself. “Yes, I, too.”


    They walked a few steps in silence.


    “Well, go,” said Zimin, suddenly halting. His voice sounded subdued and sorrowful. He shook his head strangely. “Go away.”


    Yevsey leaned his back against the enclosure, and gazed at the man, blinking his eyes. Zimin, too, looked at Yevsey, shaking his right hand.


    “Why?” said Yevsey, in perplexity. “Didn’t I tell you the truth? That you are being tracked?”


    “Well?”


    “And you are angry?”


    Zimin bent toward him, and poured a wave of hissing words upon Klimkov.


    “Yes, go to the devil! I know without you that they are tracking me. What’s the matter? Is business going badly among you? Did you think you’d buy me? And betray people behind my back? Or did you want to throw a sop to your conscience? Go to hell! I say, go, or else I’ll give you a black eye.”


    Yevsey started from his leaning posture, and walked off.


    “Vermin!” he heard breathed behind him contemptuously.


    Klimkov stopped, turned around, and for the first time swore at anybody with the whole power of his voice:


    “Vermin yourself! You — cur!”


    Zimin did not rejoin. His steps were inaudible.


    Somewhere Yevsey heard the snow crunching under the runners of a cab and the grinding of iron on stone.


    “He went back there,” thought Klimkov, walking slowly along the pavement. “He will tell. Masha will curse me.” He spat out, then hummed:


    “Oh, garden, garden mine!” He stopped at a lamp-post, feeling he had to calm himself.


    “Here I am, and I can sing if I want to. If a policeman hears it and asks, ‘What are you bawling there?’ I’ll show him my ticket from the Department of Safety. ‘Oh, excuse me! ‘ he’ll say. But if the joiner should sing, he’ll be hustled off to the station-house, and they’ll give him a cudgelling. ‘Don’t disturb the peace!’” Klimkov smiled, and peered into the darkness. “Well, brother, won’t you strike up a song?”


    However this failed to calm him as he had expected. His heart was sad, and a bitter soapy saliva seemed to be glued in his mouth, making tears well up in his eyes.


    “O Ga-a-a-arden, ga-a-a-arden mine!


    Green is this garden of mine.”


    He sang with the full power of his lungs, shutting his eyes tight. This did not help either. The dry, prickly tears trickled through his lids, and chilled his cheeks.


    “Ky-a-b!” Klimkov called in a low voice, still trying to put on a bold front. But when he had seated himself in the sleigh, his body grew faint, as if a great many tightly drawn fibres had suddenly burst within him. His head drooped, and swaying from side to side in his seat he mumbled: “A fine insult — very strong — thank you! Oh, you good people, wise people—”


    This complaining was pleasant. It filled his heart with drunken sweetness. Yevsey had often felt this sweetness in his childhood. It set him in a martyr-like attitude toward people, and made him more significant to himself.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XIX


    
      
    


    IN the morning Yevsey lay in bed frowning up at the ceiling.


    “Put my foot into it!” he thought dismally, as the recollection of what had happened the day before came back to him. “No, I oughtn’t to track people, but track myself.” The idea seemed strange to him. “How’s that, though? Am I rascally toward myself?”


    He remembered the melancholy hazel eyes of the joiner, the expression of dignity on his thin face, and his assured voice as he said, “It’s chilly.” Suddenly Yevsey was perplexed to feel within himself something alien, something ready to struggle with him. He rose to his feet, took in as much air as he could, and for a long time stood without emitting breath, as if to stifle inside himself that which was alien and which hindered him.


    “I must stop all this. What do I want it for?” he urged himself. Nevertheless ease did not return. He began to dress lazily, compelling himself to think about the task of the day.


    Now he seldom went about with goods, because there was much other work to be done. This day, for instance, he was to go to a factory suburb to observe the workingmen, with the object of discovering the persons who distributed proclamations.


    He smeared his hands with soot and oil, then washed them with soap, after which an oily film was left, such as on the hands of metal workers. This was not essential. But Klimkov liked to dye his tufty hair, and color his brows and mustache. Such proceedings made his work more interesting, and heightened its gravity.


    The handsome Grokhotov had been very assiduous in teaching Yevsey the art of disguising his face and figure. Grokhotov was sincerely attracted by the work. He possessed a large supply of beards, mustaches, and wigs of all colors, and could paste scars and warts on the face. Sometimes he would display his mimic arts to his comrades. Suddenly, right in everybody’s presence, he would give his face, voice, and figure a striking resemblance to one of the officials. Or he would cackle like a goose, roar like a lion, bark like a dog, or meow like a cat. His astonished audience praised him generously, and held their sides with laughter, while he, smiling sedately, declared modestly:


    “Just the A B C’s. Wait until I’ve been at it a year. Then I’ll go on the stage. I’ll hit off all the celebrities, and I’ll imitate every animal on earth.”


    Melnikov would look at him with contempt, and spit out. Once he even shouted:


    “Hey, you clown, show us a louse.”


    “The louse is a mute insect,” remarked the spy. “Well, then, profit by its example. Eat and keep quiet.”


    While dressing Klimkov remembered this interchange of words, which in turn recalled Anatol.


    “There,” he thought, “Anatol would have made a good spy. But Zimin wouldn’t do at all. His eyes are in the way. You can recognize him by the eyes at once. He certainly wants to take Masha as his mistress.”


    Yevsey stopped at the door, his heart unpleasantly gripped by this conjecture. But the next instant he waved his hand carelessly.


    “To the devil with all of them! What do I care?”


    This thought, which had calmed him before, now irritated a sore spot in his feelings.


    The sun was shining, water flowed from the roofs babbling and washing away the dirty reddish snow. The people walked quickly and merrily. The good chimes of the Lenten bells floated lengthily in the warm moist atmosphere, mingling in a broad ribbon of soft sounds, which waved in the air, and floated from the city into the pale bluish distance.


    “Now to go off somewhere, to walk in the fields, in the deserts,” thought Yevsey, as he entered the narrow streets of the factory suburb.


    Round about him rose the red filthy walls, supporting themselves one against the other. The sky over them was besmirched with smoke, the air was steeped in the stifling odor of warm oil. White teeth gleamed angrily in the dirty faces of the workingmen. All the surroundings were unlovely, and the eyes quickly wearied in looking upon the smoked stone cages in which the men worked.


    At noon Klimkov, exhausted and feeling insulted by everything he saw, entered a tavern, where he ordered dinner to be brought to him at a small table next to a window. He reluctantly listened to the people’s conversation. There were not many, but all were workingmen, who lazily cast short words at one another as they ate and drank. The only lively sound was of a young incessant voice which reached him from a corner.


    “No, think, where does wealth come from?”


    The person who spoke was a broad-shouldered, curly-haired fellow. Yevsey looked at him in vexation, and turned away. He frequently heard talks about wealth, which always inspired him with a sense of bored perplexity. He felt they were dictated only by envy and greed. He knew that just such talks were accounted noxious, and he forcibly compelled himself to listen to them, though to-day he wanted to traverse the broad light streets of the city.


    “You work cheaply, and you buy dearly. Isn’t it so?” cried the curly-headed fellow. “All wealth is accumulated from the money by which we are underpaid for our work. Let’s take an example.”


    “Everybody’s greedy,” thought Yevsey. “How Masha snatched the beads yesterday! All are scoundrels. And the reason Zimin did not strike me was because he was afraid I would call the police. Ha! They drove me out, but they kept my presents. If they thought me a dirty fellow, they should have returned my presents, the skunks!”


    Filling himself with the pleasant bitterness that comes from censuring people, he was carried away by it, and no longer heard or saw anything. Suddenly, however, a merry voice fell upon his ear.


    “What, Yevsey Klimkov?”


    He raised his head hastily, and wanted to rise, but was unable to do so. He saw standing before him the curly-headed orator, whom, however, he did not recognize.


    “You don’t know me? Yakov, your cousin.”


    He laughed, held out his hand to Yevsey, and seated himself opposite him at the table. His laughter enveloped Klimkov in a warm cloud of reminiscences — of the church, the quiet ravine, the fire, and the talks of the blacksmith. Silent, smiling in embarrassment, he carefully pressed his cousin’s hand.


    “I didn’t recognize you.”


    “Of course!” exclaimed Yakov. “Your memory gets weak in the city. Various things creep upon you from all sides, so no place is left for the old. How are you getting along?”


    “So, so.”


    “Out of work?”


    “Yes.”


    Klimkov answered unwillingly. He wanted to know whereby this meeting might be dangerous for him. But Yakov spoke for both. He rapidly gave an account of the village, as if it were absolutely necessary for him to get through with it as quickly as possible. In two minutes he had told Yevsey that his father had gotten blind, that his mother was always sick, and that he had been living in the city three years working in the factory.


    “There you’ve got the whole story.”


    Yakov was even more thickly besmudged with soot and oil than most of the men. Though his clothes were torn he seemed to be rich. He was outspoken and free in his demeanor. Klimkov looked at him with pleasure, and recalled without malice how this strong fellow had beaten him.


    “Is he a revolutionist, too?” he asked himself timidly.


    “Well, how are you getting along?” said Yakov. His broad round face, glossy and smiling good-naturedly, called for frankness in return, which Klimkov, however, did not want to give.


    He felt the new and alien thing that he had found in his soul in the morning growing in him. In the desire to evade Yevsey’s questions, he himself began to interrogate.


    “And how are you?”


    “Work is hard, and life is easy. I like the city very much. It’s a smart thing, the city is. And how simple, how intelligible things are here. It’s true that work for us fellows is, you may say, humiliating. There’s so much work, and so little time to live. Your whole day, your whole life goes to your employer. You can keep only minutes for yourself. There’s no time to read a book. I’d like to go to theatre, but when will I sleep? Do you read books?”


    “I? No.”


    “Well, yes, you have no time. Isn’t it so? Though I manage to read after all. Such books as you get here! You start one, and you just sink away, as if a dear girl and you were embracing. Honest! How do you get along with girls? Lucky?”


    “So, so,” said Yevsey.


    “They love me! The girls here, too — ah, God, what a life! Do you go to the theatre?”


    “I’ve been.”


    “I love theatre. I snatch up everything, as if I were going to leave to-morrow, or die. Really! I like to hear music, everything — the zoological garden — that’s a nice place, too.”


    The red of excitement broke through the black layer of dirt of Yakov’s cheeks. His eyes burned eagerly. He smacked his lips, as if he were sucking in something refreshing and vivifying.


    Quiet envy stirred in Yevsey, envy of this healthy body with its keen appetites. He stubbornly recalled how Yakov had pummeled his sides with his powerful fists; and something sad softly hindered him from doing violence to himself. Quick, joyous speech came from Yakov without cease; the ringing exulting words and exclamations fluttered around Yevsey like swallows. He drank in the live spring-talk, involuntarily smiling. He seemed to himself to be splitting in two, torn by the desire to listen, and the awkward, almost shameful feeling that possessed him. Though he wished to speak in his turn, he feared he might betray himself. His shirt collar pressed his neck. He turned his head around, and suddenly saw Grokhotov on the street at the window. Over the spy’s left shoulder and arm hung torn breeches, dirty shirts, and jackets. He gave Yevsey a scarcely perceptible wink as he shouted in a sour voice:


    “I sell and buy old clothes.”


    “It’s time for me to be going,” said Yevsey, jumping to his feet.


    “You are free on Sundays, aren’t you? Oh, yes, you’re out of work. Well, then, let’s go to the zoological gardens. Come to me. No, I’d better go to you. Where do you live?”


    Yevsey was silent He did not want to tell him where he lodged.


    “What’s the matter? Do you live with a girl? That doesn’t matter. You’ll introduce me to her. That’s all. What are you ashamed of? Is that it?”


    “You see I don’t live alone.”


    “Well, yes.”


    “But I don’t live with a girl. I live with an old man.”


    Yakov guffawed.


    “How funny you are! The devil knows how you speak. Well, we don’t want an old man, of course. I live with two comrades. It’s not convenient for anyone to call on me either. Come, let’s agree on a place where we can meet.”


    They decided on a meeting-place, and left the café. Yakov on taking leave gave his cousin an affectionate and vigorous handshake, and Yevsey left him in precipitate haste as if he feared his cousin would return to take it back. On his way he reflected dismally:


    “I cannot go on the side of the city where the railway station is, because I’ll meet Zimin there, and they’ll beat me. Here, the toughest place, the place they call a hot-bed of revolutionists, Yakov will be in my way. I can’t do a thing. I can’t turn anywhere.”


    A feeling of spiteful irritation glided over his soul like a grey shadow.


    “I sell old clothes,” sang Grokhotov behind his back, then whispered, “Buy a shirt from me, Klimkov.”


    Yevsey turned around, took some rag in his hand, and examined it silently, while the spy praising the wares aloud, managed to get in a whisper, “See here, you just hit it. That curly-headed fellow, I had my eyes on him. He’s a Socialist. Hold on to him. You can hook a great many with him. He’s a young fellow, a simple sort of fellow, do you hear?” He tore the rag from Yevsey’s hand, and shouted in an offended tone, “Five kopeks for such a garment as this? You’re making sport of me, friend. Why should you insult me? Go your way, go.” And shouting his wares, Grokhotov strode down the street.


    “There, I myself am going to be under surveillance,” thought Yevsey, looking at Grokhotov’s back.


    When a spy with little experience became acquainted with a workingman, he was obliged to report the fact immediately to the spy above him. The latter either gave him as an assistant a spy with more experience, or he himself went among the workingmen; upon which the other spies would say of him enviously: —


    “He ‘noosed’ himself into the provocatorship.”


    The rôle of provocator was considered dangerous, so by way of compensation the officers at once gave money rewards for the handing over of a group of people. All the spies not only gladly “noosed” themselves, but sometimes also even tripped one another up in the endeavor to snatch away the lucky chance. In this way the entire business was not infrequently spoiled. More than once it happened that a spy had already gotten inside a circle of workingmen, when suddenly in some secret manner they learned of his profession; whereupon they would beat him if he had not succeeded in time in slipping away from the circle. This was called “snapping the noose.”


    It was hard for Klimkov to believe that Yakov was a Socialist, though at the same time he wanted to believe it. The envy his cousin aroused was transformed again into irritation against him for having put himself in his way. Yevsey now also recalled the blows his cousin had bestowed upon him.


    In the evening, with eyes turned aside, he informed Piotr of his acquaintance.


    “Well, what of it?” asked Piotr angrily.


    “Nothing.”


    “You don’t know what you must do? Then what the devil is the use of teaching you fellows?” Piotr hastened off, crumpled, lean, with dark stains under his eyes.


    “Evidently lost again at cards,” thought Yevsey gloomily.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XX


    
      
    


    THE next day Sasha learned of Yevsey’s success. He questioned him in detail. After reflecting awhile he smiled his putrid smile, and gave Klimkov instructions.


    “Wait a little. Then you’ll tell him in a careful way that you have gotten a position as clerk in a printing office, do you hear? Ask as few questions as possible, let them speak for themselves. Very likely they’ll ask you whether you can’t get them type. Tell them you can, but learn to say it simply, so that they should see it’s all the same to you whether you get it or don’t get it. Don’t ask what for, behave like a little fool, as you actually are. Only I want you to know that if you botch this matter, it will be bad for you. After every meeting report to me what you have heard.


    In intercourse with Sasha Yevsey felt like a little dog on a strap. He looked at the spy’s pimply yellow face, and thought of nothing but the moment when he would be permitted to depart from the cloud of disgusting odors, which nauseated him and ate into the skin of his face and hands.


    He went to meet Yakov as empty as a pipe. But when he saw his cousin with a cigarette between his teeth and his hat cocked to one side, he gave him a pleasant smile, while something unpleasant stirred within him.


    “How’s business?” shouted Yakov merrily.


    “So, so.”


    “Gotten a job?”


    “Yes.” The next instant Yevsey thought, “I said it too soon.”


    “What?”


    “Clerk in a printing office.”


    Yakov whistled.


    “Capital! What do you get?”


    “Twenty-five.”


    “In a printing office? Indeed!” said Yakov thoughtfully, then suddenly became animated. “What do you say — I’ll take you to pay a visit this evening. Good company, coz. Two girls, one a milliner, the other a spool girl in a thread factory. There’ll be a locksmith there, too, a young fellow. He sings and plays the guitar. Two more, also good people. All people are good, only they have no time to pay attention to themselves.”


    Yakov spoke quickly, and his eyes smiled joyously at everything he saw. He stopped in front of the shop-windows, and examined their contents with the gaze of a man to whom all articles are pleasant, and everything is interesting.


    “Look, what a dress! Ha! If you were to put such a thing on our Olya, she’d get tangled up in it. Books — that little one there, yellow, you see it? I’ve read it. ‘Primitive Man.’ Interesting. Read it, and you’ll see how people grew up. Books are very interesting. They at once open up to you all the cunning of life. Those thick books are awkward to read. By the time you get to the middle you forget what happened at the beginning, and at the end you forget the beginning also. The devil take them! Why don’t they write shorter books?”


    The next minute he pointed out a gun, and cried ecstatically:


    “Revolvers, eh? Just like toys.”


    Giving himself over to Yakov’s mood, Yevsey looked at the various articles with the wandering look of empty eyes, and smiled, astounded, as if for the first time seeing the pretty, alluring multitude of brilliant materials and vari-colored books, the blinding gleam of colors and metals. He was pleased to hear the young voice still in the state of change; the rapid talk steeped in the joy of life was agreeable to him. It lightly penetrated the dark void of Klimkov’s soul, and allowed him to forget himself for a moment.


    “You’re a jolly fellow,” he said approvingly. “Very. I learned to dance from the Cossacks. A score of Cossacks are stationed in our factory. Did you hear that the men in our factory wanted to rise? You didn’t? How’s that? The newspapers wrote about it. Yes, so I learned to dance from the Cossacks. Wait, you’ll see. Nobody can beat me.”


    “Why did they want to rise?” asked Yevsey, provoked by the simplicity with which Yakov spoke of a revolt.


    “Why? They wrong us workingmen. What, then, are we to do?”


    “And you would have done it, too?”


    “What? Rebel? Of course. What else? Our people are good, they’re solid.”


    “And how about the Cossacks?”


    “The Cossacks? So, so. They are people, too. At first they thought they would officer it over us, but then they said, ‘Comrades, give us leaflets.’”


    Yakov suddenly broke off and looked into Yevsey’s face. For a minute he walked in silence with knit brows.


    The mention of the leaflets recalled his duty to Yevsey. He wrinkled his forehead painfully. Wishing to push something away from himself and his cousin, he said quietly:


    “I read those leaflets.”


    “Well?” asked Yakov, slackening his gait.


    “I don’t understand them. What are they for?”


    “You read some more.”


    “I don’t want to.”


    “Why not?”


    “Just so.”


    “They’re not interesting to you?”


    “No, they’re not.”


    For a while they walked in silence. Yakov sniffed meditatively, and gave a hasty look into his cousin’s face. Yevsey felt he had not succeeded in shoving away the unpleasant and dangerous theme.


    “These leaflets are a precious matter. It’s necessary for us to read them. All the slaves of labor ought to read them,” Yakov began heartily, but in a modulated voice. “We, cousin, are slaves, chained to everlasting work. They have made us captives of capitalists, and we live poor in body and in soul. Isn’t it so? Now the leaflets eat at our chains, the way rust eats iron, and they liberate our human minds.”


    Klimkov walked more quickly. He did not want to hear the smooth talk. The desire even darted through his mind to say:


    “Don’t speak to me about such things, please.”


    But Yakov himself interrupted his speech.


    “There’s the zoo!”


    They drank a bottle of beer in the bar-room, and listened to the playing of a military band.


    “Good?” Yakov asked, nudging Yevsey’s side with his elbow. On the cessation of the playing Yakov sighed. “That was Faust they played. An opera. I saw it three times. Beautiful, very! The story is stupid, but the music is good. And the songs, too. Come, let’s look at the monkeys.


    On the way to the monkey-house he told Yevsey the story of Faust and the devil Mephistopheles. He even attempted to sing something, but not succeeding he burst out laughing. “I can’t,” he declared. “It’s hard. Besides I’ve forgotten it. Do you know — the singer who plays the devil gets a thousand rubles every time he sings. The devil take him, let him get ten thousand rubles, because it’s good. When it’s good, I don’t grudge anybody anything. I’d give my life, — there, take it, eat! Isn’t it so?”


    “Yes,” replied Yevsey, looking around.


    Yakov’s account of the opera, the pretty wemen’s faces, the laughter and talk of the crowds of people in holiday attire, and over all the spring sky bathed in sunlight — all this intoxicated Klimkov and expanded his heart.


    “What a young fellow he is!” he thought in amazement, as he looked at Yakov. “So brave! And he knows everything. Yet he’s the same age I am.”


    Now it seemed to Yevsey that his cousin was leading him somewhere far off, and was quickly opening up before him a long row of little doors, behind each of which the sound and the light grew pleasanter and pleasanter. He looked around, absorbing the new impressions, and at times opening his eyes wide in anxiety. It seemed to him that the familiar face of a spy was darting about in the crowd.


    The two youths stood before the monkey cage. Yakov with a kind smile in his eyes said:


    “I love these wise animals. In fact I love every living thing. Just look! Wherein are they less than human beings? Isn’t it so? Eyes, chins, how bright all their features are, eh? Their hands—” He suddenly broke off to listen to something. “Wait a minute, there go our folks.” He disappeared, and in a minute returned leading a girl and a young man up to Yevsey. The young man wore a sleeveless jacket. Yakov cried out joyously:


    “You said you weren’t coming here, you deceivers. Well, all right. This is my cousin Yevsey Klimkov. I told you about him. This is Olya — Olga Konstantinova, and this is Aleksey Stepanovich Makarov.


    Klimkov bowed clumsily and silently pressed the hands of his new acquaintances.


    “There, he’s going to ‘ noose’ me in,” he thought. “It’s better for me to go away.”


    But he did not go away, though he looked around again, fearful lest he see one of the spies. He saw none, however.


    “He’s not a very free sort of a fellow,” said Yakov to the girl. “He’s not a pair to me, sinner that I am. He’s a quiet fellow.”


    “You needn’t feel constrained with us. We are simple people,” said Olga.


    She was taller than Yevsey by an entire head, and her size was heightened by her luxuriant glossy hair, which she wore combed high. Her grey-blue eyes smiled serenely in a pale oval face.


    The expression of the man in the sleeveless jacket was intelligent and kind. His eyes were screwed up and his ears large. His motions were slow. In walking he moved his apparently powerful body with a peculiar sort of unconcern.


    “Are we going to wander about here long, like unrepentant sinners?” he asked in a soft bass.


    “What else should we do?” asked Yakov.


    “Let’s sit down somewhere.”


    Olga bent her head to look into Klimkov’s face.


    “Have you ever been here before?”


    “No. This is the first time.”


    “Do you find it interesting?”


    “Yes, I like it.”


    He walked to her side trying for some reason to lift his feet higher; by which walking became awkward. They sat down at a table, and called for beer. Yakov made jokes, while Makarov whistled softly and regarded the public with his screwed-up eyes.


    “Have you any companions?” asked Olga.


    “No, not one.”


    “That’s what I thought at once. I thought you were a solitary person,” she said smiling. “Lonely people have a peculiar gait. Altogether there’s something noticeable about them. How old are you?”


    “I’ll soon be nineteen.”


    “Look, there’s a spy!” Makarov exclaimed quietly.


    Yevsey jumped to his feet, but quickly resumed his seat, and looked at Olga to see if she had observed his involuntary movement of alarm. He could not make out, however. She was silently and attentively examining Melnikov’s dark figure, which slowly moved through the passageway between the tables as if with an effort. Melnikov walked with bent neck and eyes fastened on the ground. His arms hung at his side as if dislocated.


    “He walks like Judas to the aspen tree,” said Yakov in a subdued voice.


    “He must be drunk,” observed Makarov.


    “No, he’s always like that,” was on the tip of Yevsey’s tongue. He fidgetted in his chair.


    Melnikov pushed himself through the crowd like a black stone, and was soon lost in its gaily colored stream.


    “Did you notice how he walked?” Olga asked Klimkov.


    Yevsey nodded his head.


    “Of course he’s a mean man, but he must be unhappy and lonely.”


    Yevsey raised his head, and looked at her attentively, with expectation.


    “Do you know I think that for a weak man loneliness is the most horrible thing. It can drive him to anything.”


    “Yes, said Klimkov in a whisper, comprehending something. He looked into the girl’s face gratefully, and repeated in a louder tone, “Yes.”


    “I knew him four years ago,” Makarov recounted. Makarov’s face seemed suddenly to have lengthened and dried up. His bones became visible, his eyes opened and darkened and looked firmly into the distance. “He delivered over one student, who gave us books to read, and a workingman, Tikhonov. The student was exiled, Tikhonov stayed in prison about a year, then died of typhus.”


    “Are you afraid of spies?” Olga suddenly asked Klimkov.


    “Why?” Yevsey returned dully.


    You started so when you saw him.”


    Yevsey rubbing his throat vigorously answered without looking at her: —


    “That was — because I know him, too.”


    “Aha!” Makarov drawled, smiling.


    “Ah, and such a quiet fellow!” exclaimed Yakov.


    All now moved more closely around Klimkov as if desiring to hide him from somebody’s eyes. He did not understand their exclamations, nor their movements and kind looks. He endeavored to keep quiet, fearing that against his will he would say words that would at once destroy the anxious yet pleasant half-dream of these minutes.


    The fresh spring evening approached quietly and benignly, softening sounds and colors. There was a red flush in the sky, and the brass instruments sang a soft pensive strain.


    “Well,” said Makarov, “are we going to stay here, or are we going home?”


    “What will they give here?” asked Olga.


    “Chorus singing, tight-rope dancing, and all sorts of similar nonsense.”


    They decided to go home. On the way Olga asked Klimkov:


    “Have you ever been in prison?”


    “Yes,” he answered, but in an instant added, “Not for long.”


    They took the tramway to their place of destination. Yevsey found himself in a little room with blue paper on the walls. It was close and stifling, now merry, now gloomy. Makarov played the guitar and sang songs which Yevsey had never before heard. Yakov boldly discussed everything in the world, laughing at the rich and swearing at the officials. Then he danced, filling the whole room with the tread of his feet and the cries and the whistling that accompany the dances. The guitar tinkled the measure of the dance, and Makarov encouraged Yakov with popular sayings and shouts. “Go ahead, Yasha! Heigho! Who with merriment is blessed, Frightens sorrow from his breast.”


    Olga looked on serenely and contentedly.


    “Good, isn’t it?” she asked Klimkov occasionally, smiling at him.


    Drunk with a quiet joy unknown to him Klimkov smiled in response. He forgot about himself, and felt the obstinate pricks within him only rarely, for a few seconds at a time. Before his consciousness was able to transform them into clear thought, they disappeared, without recalling his life to him.


    It was not until he had reached his home that he remembered his work, his obligation to deliver these merry people into the hands of the gendarmes. On recalling this duty he was seized with cold anguish. He stopped in the middle of the room, his brain a void. Breathing became difficult, and he passed his dry tongue over his lips. He drew off his clothes quickly, and clad in nothing but his underwear seated himself at the window. After several minutes of numbness he thought:


    “I will tell them — her — Olga.”


    But that very minute he heard in his memory the angry and contempuous shouts of the joiner, “Vermin!” Klimkov shook his head in repudiation of the idea. “I’ll write to her. ‘Take care,’ I’ll say — and I’ll write about myself.”


    This thought cheered him. The next minute, however, he reasoned:


    “They’ll find my letter when they make the search. They’ll recognize my handwriting, and then I’m ruined.”


    Someone within him commanded imperiously:


    “You can’t do anything of yourself. Do that which you have been bidden to do.”


    He sat at the window almost until daybreak. It seemed to him that his entire body shrivelled up and collapsed within him like a rubber ball from which the air is expelled. Within grief relentlessly sucked at his heart; without the darkness pressed upon him, full of faces lying in wait. Amid them, like a red ball, lowered the sinister face of Sasha. Klimkov crouched on his seat unable to think. Finally he rose cautiously, and quietly hid himself under the blanket of the bed.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXI


    
      
    


    LIFE, like a horse that has stood idle too long, began to caper strangely, refusing to surrender to the will of those who wanted to control it — who wanted to control it just as senselessly, just as cruelly as before.


    Every evening the people connected with the Department of Safety, who were utterly at a loss, spoke more and more alarmingly of the increasing signs of universal excitement, of the secret league of peasants, who had resolved to take the land by force from the landowners, of the gatherings of workingmen who began to censure the administration openly, of the power of the revolutionists, which clearly was growing from day to day. Filip Filippovich, without abating, continued to scratch the agents of the Department of Safety with his sharp-edged, irritating voice. He overwhelmed everybody with reproaches for inactivity. And Yasnogursky, smacking his lips, made tragic appeals to the agents while pressing his hands to his bosom.


    “My children, exert yourselves. Remember that service in behalf of the Czar is not wasted.”


    But when Krasavin inquired gloomily, “What are we to do?” he merely waved his hand, and stood for a long time with his deep black mouth gaping strangely, unable to find a reply.


    “Catch them!” he finally shouted.


    Yevsey, who listened to everything, heard the dapper Leontyev cough drily, and say to Sasha:


    “Apparently our old methods of war upon the rebels are no good in these days of universal madness.”


    “Ye-e-e-es, you can’t put out fire with spittle,” hissed Sasha, a smile distorting his face.


    Everybody was vexed and complained and shouted. Sasha drew up his long legs, and cried in mocking derision:


    “Aha! The gentlemen revolutionists are getting the better of us, eh?”


    He laughed, and his laugh irritated everybody. Yevsey felt that this man was not afraid of anything, and he endeavored not to hear his talk.


    The spies tossed about the streets day and night, and every evening brought long reports of their observations. They spoke to one another mournfully:


    “Is this the way to work nowadays? Dear me!”


    Apparently no one knew a means by which the elemental growth of the popular revolt could be restrained.


    “They will comb our curls,” said Piotr, cracking his knuckles.


    “They’ll take us off the list if we remain alive,” Solovyov chimed in dismally.


    “If they would give us a pension at least! But they won’t.”


    “A noose around our necks, not a pension,” said Melnikov sombrely.


    The spies were all exhausted and confused; all trembled in fear of the morrow. Both they and the officials seemed to have faded. The people who but a short time ago had been terrible in Yevsey’s eyes, who had appeared to him to be the powerful and invincible masters of life, now ran from one corner of the Department of Safety to another, and fluttered about in the streets like last year’s dried leaves. —


    He observed with amazement that there were other people, cheerful, simple, and trusting, who were able to walk into the future, carelessly stepping over every obstacle and snare in their way, everyone of whom was good in his own fashion, and everyone of whom clearly hinted at the possibility of something better than himself. Yevsey compared them with the spies, who, unwillingly with clandestine tread, crept along the streets and into houses, and secretly spirited away these people at night, in order to seclude them in prisons. He clearly realized that the spies did not understand the aim of their work, did not believe that it was needful for life, and did not think or reason when, instinctively, according to their habit, they went about half-sick, half-drunk, driven by different fears.


    He liked the tranquil talk of Olga, her greyish blue eyes, and that live strong pity for people which sounded in the girl’s every word. He liked the noisy, jesting, somewhat boastful talker Yakov, the careless Aleksey, good-naturedly ready to give away his last shirt and penny to anyone who asked for them. He met an increasing number of people new to him, in each of whom he perceived faith in the victory of his dream. And Yevsey involuntarily, insensibly, yielded to this faith.


    Observing the quick crumbling of that power which he had hitherto submissively served, Yevsey began to seek a way by which it would be possible for him to circumvent and escape the necessity of betrayal. He reasoned thus:


    “If I go to them, then it will be impossible for me not to deliver them up. To hand them over to another agent is still worse. I must tell them. Now that they are becoming more powerful, it will be better for me to be with them.”


    So, yielding to the attraction exerted upon him by persons new to him, he visited Yakov more frequently, and became more insistent in endeavoring to meet Olga. After each visit he reported in a quiet voice to Sasha every detail of his intercourse with them — what they said, what they read, and what they wanted to do. He enjoyed telling of them, in fact, repeated their talk with secret satisfaction.


    “Oh, a funeral,” snuffled Sasha, angrily and sarcastically fixing Klimkov with his dim eyes. “You must push them on yourself, if they are inattentive. You must get in a hint that you can furnish them with type, fix up a printing office. Is it possible you can’t do that?”


    Yevsey was silent.


    “I am asking you, idiot, can you do it? Well?


    “I can.”


    “Why don’t you speak out? Suggest it to them to-morrow, do you hear?”


    “Very well.”


    It was easy for Klimkov to fulfil Sasha’s order. In reporting about his cousin’s circle, he had not ventured to tell Sasha that both Olga and Yakov had already asked him twice, whether he could obtain type for them. Each time he had managed to get away without answering.


    The next evening he went to Olga, carrying in his breast the dark feeling of emptiness he always experienced in moments of nervous tension. The resolution to fulfil the task was put into him by a stranger’s will; he did not have to think about it himself. This resolution spread within him, and crowded out all fear, all inconvenient sympathy.


    But when the tall figure of Olga stood before him in the small dimly lighted room, and behind her he saw her large shadow on the wall, which moved to meet him, Klimkov lost courage, grew confused, and stood in the doorway without speaking.


    “I’ve just returned from the factory,” said Olga pressing his hand. “We had another meeting today. What’s the matter with you? Are you tired? Are you sick? Come in, sit down. Let’s have some tea, yes?”


    She turned the light in the lamp higher, and looked at Klimkov with a smile. While getting the dishes ready she continued.


    “I like to drink tea with you alone. I myself and all the comrades, we talk a great deal. We must talk so much, we scarcely have time to think. That’s absurd, and bad, but it’s true. So it’s pleasant to see a taciturn, thinking man. Will you have a glass of milk? It will do you good. You are growing very thin, it seems to me.”


    Klimkov took the glass she offered him, and slowly sipped the watery unsavory milk. He wanted to get through with the business at once. “This is it. You said you need type.”


    “I did. I know you’ll give it to us.”


    She said these words simply, with a confidence not to be shaken. They were like a blow to Yevsey. He flung himself on the back of the chair astonished.


    “Why do you know?” he asked dully after a pause.


    “When I asked you, you said neither yes nor no. So I thought you would certainly say yes.”


    Yevsey did not understand. He tried not to meet her look.


    “Why?” he queried again.


    “It must be because I consider you a good man. I trust you.”


    “You mustn’t trust,” said Yevsey.


    “Well, enough nonsense, you must.”


    “And suppose you’ve been mistaken?”


    She shrugged her shoulders.


    “Well, what of it?” After a pause she added calmly, “Not to believe a man means not to respect him. It means to think him beforehand a liar, an ugly person. Is that possible?”


    “That’s what is necessary,” mumbled Yevsey. “What?”


    “I can furnish the type.” He sighed. The task was accomplished. He was silent for several minutes, sitting with his head bowed, his hands pressed tight between his knees, while he listened suspiciously to the rapid beating of his heart.


    Olga leaned her elbows on the table, and in a low voice told him when and where the promised type must be brought. He made a mental note of her words, and repeated them to himself, desiring by this repetition to hinder the growth of the painful feeling in his empty breast. Now that he had fulfilled his duty a stifling nausea slowly arose from the depths of his soul; and that feeling of an alien inside himself, of a constantly widening cleft in his being, came over him in a tormenting wave.


    “You noticed,” the girl said quietly, “how rapidly the people are changing, how faith in other persons is growing, how quickly one gets to know the other, how everybody seeks friends and finds them. All have become simpler, more trusting, more willing to open up their souls. See how good it is.”


    Her words trembled before him like moths, each with its own character. Simple, kind, joyous, they all seemed fairly to smile. Unable to make up his mind to look Olga in the face, Klimkov took to watching her shadow on the wall over his shoulders, and drew upon it her blue eyes, the medium-sized mouth with the pale lips, her face somewhat weary and serious, but soft and kind.


    “Shall I tell her now that all this is a hocus-pocus? That she will be ruined?”


    He answered himself:


    “They’ll drive me out. They’ll swear at me, and drive me out.”


    “Do you know Zimin the joiner?” he suddenly asked.


    “No, why?”


    Yevsey sighed painfully.


    “Just so. He’s a good man, too, a Socialist.”


    “We are many,” observed Olga with assurance.


    “If she knew the joiner,” Klimkov thought slowly, “I would tell her to ask him about me. Then—”


    The chair seemed to be giving way beneath him, the nausea, he thought, would immediately gush into his throat. He coughed, and examined the clean little room, which small and poor though it was, once more gripped at his heart. The moon looked into the room round as Yakov’s face, and the light in the lamp seemed irritatingly superfluous.


    “More and more people come into being who realize that they are called upon by destiny to order life differently — upon truth and intellect,” said Olga dreamily and simply.


    Yevsey, yielding more and more to the power of the triumphant feeling the girl and the quiet contracted room inspired in him, thought:


    “I’ll put out the light, fall on my knees before her, embrace her feet, and tell her everything — and she will give me a kick.”


    But the fear of ill treatment did not deter him. He raised himself heavily from his chair, and put out his hand to the lamp. Then his hand dropped lazily, drowsily, his legs shook. He started.


    “What are you doing?” demanded Olga.


    He tried to answer, but a soft gurgle came instead of words. He dropped to his knees, and seized her dress with trembling hands. She pressed one hot hand against his forehead, and with the other grasped his shoulder, at the same time hiding her legs under the table with a powerful movement.


    “No, no, get up!” she exclaimed sternly. “Oh my, how dreadful this is! My dear, I understand, you are worn out, I am sorry for you, you are an honorable man — I cannot — why, you don’t ask for charity — then get up.”


    The warmth of her strong body roused in him a sharp sensual desire, and he took the pushing of her hand as an encouraging caress.


    “She’s not a saint,” darted through his mind, and he embraced the girl’s knees more vigorously.


    “I tell you, get up!” she exclaimed in a muffled voice, no longer persuasively, but in a tone of command.


    He rose without having succeeded in saying anything. The girl had confused his desires, his words, and feelings. She had put into his breast something insulting and stinging.


    “Understand—” he mumbled, spreading out his hands.


    “Yes, yes, I understand — my God, always this on the road!” she exclaimed. Looking into his face she went on harshly, “I am sick of it. I am insulted. I can’t be only a woman to everybody. Oh, God! How pitiful you all are, after all.”


    She went to the window, and the table now separated her from Yevsey. A dim, cold perplexity took hold of his heart; an insulting shame quietly burned him.


    “I tell you what — don’t come to me — I beg of you. I’ll feel awkward in your presence, and you, too — please.”


    Yevsey took up his hat, flung his coat over his shoulders, and walked away with bowed head. Several minutes later he was sitting on a bench at the gate of a house, mumbling as if drunk:


    “The baggage!” But he had to strain himself to bring out the epithet. It was not genuine. He ransacked all the shameful names for a woman, all ugly oaths, and poured them over the tall, shapely figure of Olga, desiring to sully every bit of her with mud, to darken her from head to foot, in order not to see her face and eyes. But oaths did not cling to her. She stood before his eyes, stretching out her hands, pushing him away, serene and white. Her image robbed his oaths of their force, and though Yevsey persistently roused anger within himself, he felt only shame.


    He looked for a long time at the round solitary ball of the moon, which moved in the sky in bounds, as if leaping like a large bright rubber ball; and he heard the quiet sound of its motion, resembling the beatings of a heart.


    He did not love this pale melancholy disk, which always seemed to watch him with cold obstinacy in the heavy movements of his life. It was late, but the city was not yet asleep. From all sides floated sounds.


    “Formerly the nights were quieter,” thought Klimkov. He rose, and walked away, without putting his arms into the sleeves of his coat, his hat pushed back on his neck.


    “Well, all right, wait,” he thought, doing violence to himself. Finally he decided, “I’ll deliver them over, and as a reward I’ll ask to be transferred to another city. That’s all.”


    He reluctantly surrendered himself to the desires to revenge himself upon Olga, and strengthened the feeling with a supreme effort. Nevertheless it continued to cover his heart with a thin scale, and was constantly breaking down so that he had to fortify it again. Beneath this desire unexpectedly appeared another, not strong, but restless. He wanted to see the girl once more, wanted to listen in silence to her talk, to sit with her in her room. He quenched the longing with thoughts that designedly lowered Olga.


    “If I had a lot of money, you would dance naked before me. I know your lewd set.” But to himself he said obdurately, “You won’t sully her, you won’t attain it.”


    He wanted this or the other, but neither this nor the other was attainable. In calmer moments he realized this truth, which fairly crushed him, and plunged him into a heavy sleep troubled by nightmares.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXII


    
      
    


    BUT Yevsey pursued his work precisely. He gave Makarov a few heavy bundles of type in three instalments, and cleverly found out from him where the printing-press would be established. This elicited public commendation from Sasha.


    “Good boy! Now we have six in our hands — that’s not so bad, Klimkov. You will receive a reward.”


    Yevsey treated his praise indifferently. When Sasha was gone, the sharp face of Maklakov, which had grown thin, leaped into his eyes. The spy, sitting in a dark corner of the room on a sofa, looked into Yevsey’s face, twirling his mustache, frowning, and vexed. Something in his look provoked Yevsey, who turned aside.


    “Klimkov, come here,” the spy called out.


    Klimkov turned back, and seated himself next to Maklakov.


    “Is it true that you delivered up your brother?” asked Maklakov in a low voice.


    “My cousin.”


    “You’re not sorry?”


    “No.” Yevsey quietly and angrily repeated the phrase that the officials often uttered. “For us, as for soldiers, there is neither mother, nor father, nor brother, only enemies of the Czar and our country.”


    “Well, of course,” said Maklakov, and smiled. After a pause he added, “Really you are a ‘good boy.’”


    By his voice and smile Klimkov understood that the spy was making sport of him. He felt offended.


    “Maybe I am sorry.”


    “Yes?”


    “But if I have to serve honestly and faithfully—”


    “Of course. I’m not disputing with you, you queer fellow.”


    Then Maklakov lighted a cigarette, and asked Yevsey:


    “Why are you sitting here?”


    “Oh, for no reason. I have nothing to do.” Maklakov slapped him on his knee, and suddenly said:


    “You’re a poor unfortunate, brother, little man.”


    Yevsey rose.


    “Timofey Vasilyevich,” he began in a trembling voice.


    “Well, what is it?”


    “Tell me—”


    “Tell you what?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Well, I don’t either.”


    Klimkov mumbled:


    “I am sorry for my cousin — and there’s a girl there, too. They are all better than we, by God they are! Really and truly they’re better.”


    Maklakov also rose to his feet, stretched himself, and stepping to the door remarked coldly:


    “Go to the devil!”


    Yevsey remained alone.


    “Well, there,” thought he, “there’s another fellow — all alike. First they draw me on, then they push me away.”


    The vengeful feeling toward Olga awoke in him, and blended with his sense of ill-will toward all people, which found ample nourishment in his soul powerless to resist because of the poison of many insults. Yevsey vigorously set to work to enmeshing himself in a net of new moods, and he served now with a dull zeal hitherto unknown to him.


    Gradually the night came upon which it had been decided to arrest Olga, Yakov, and all implicated in the affair of the printing-press whom Yevsey had succeeded in tracking. He knew that the printing-office was located in the wing of a house set in a garden and occupied by a large red-bearded man named Kostya and his wife, a stout, pockmarked woman. He also knew that Olga was the servant of these two people. Kostya’s head was close cropped, and his wife had a grey face and roaming eyes. Upon Yevsey both produced the impression of witless persons, or persons who have lain in a hospital a long time.


    “What fearful people they are!” he remarked to Yakov when he pointed them out one evening during a party at Makarov’s lodging.


    Yakov loved to boast of his acquaintances. He proudly shook his curly head, and explained with an air of importance:


    “It’s from their hard life. They work in cellars at night, where it is damp, and the air is close. They get their rest in prison. Both of them are fugitives, who live on other people’s passports. Such a life turns everybody inside out and upside down. They’re jolly people, too. When Kostya begins to tell about his life, you would think it is nothing but tears, but he talks so that when he is done, your sides ache from laughing. You can’t trap such people very easily.”


    Klimkov decided to get a last look at Olga. He learned through what street the prisoners would be led, and went to meet them, trying to persuade himself that all this did not touch him. All the time he was thinking about the girl.


    “She’ll certainly be frightened. She’ll cry.”


    He walked, as always, keeping in the shade. He tried once or twice to whistle carelessly, but never succeeded in checking the steady stream of recollections about Olga. He saw her calm face, her trusting eyes, listened to her somewhat broken voice, and remembered her words:


    “It’s no use for you to talk so badly about people, Klimkov. Why, have you nothing to reproach yourself with? Suppose everybody were to say what you say, ‘It’s hard for me to live, because everybody is so mean,’ why, that would be ridiculous. Can’t you see? Value yourself highly, but do not lower others. What right have you to do that?’’


    When listening to Olga Yevsey had always felt that she spoke the truth. Now, too, he had no cause to doubt it. But he was filled with the sheer desire to see her frightened, pitiful, and in tears.


    From afar the wheels of an equipage began to rumble, the horses’ shoes clattered. Klimkov pressed himself against the gate of a house, and waited. The carriage rolled by him. He looked at it unconcernedly, saw two gloomy faces, the grey beard of the driver, and the large mustache of the sergeant at his side.


    “That’s all,” thought he, “and I didn’t get a chance to see her.”


    But another carriage came rolling from the end of the street, and passed him quickly. Yevsey listened to the cut of the whip on the horse’s body, and its tired snorting. The sounds seemed to hang motionless in the air. He thought they would hang there forever.


    Olga with her head wrapped in a kerchief was sitting at the side of a young gendarme. On the coach box beside the driver rose the figure of the policeman. A familiar face darted by, white and good. Yevsey understood more than saw that Olga was perfectly calm, was not in the least frightened. For some reason he suddenly grew glad, and said to himself as if retorting to an unpleasant interlocutor:


    “She won’t cry, not she!”


    Closing his eyes and smiling he stood a while longer. Then he heard steps and the jingling of spurs, and he comprehended that the men prisoners were being led along the street. He tore himself from the place, and trying to make his footsteps inaudible, quickly ran down the street, and turned the first corner. He kept up the same rapid pace almost the entire way to his home at which he arrived exhausted and covered with sweat.


    The evening of the next day Filip Filippovich casting his blue rays upon Yevsey said ceremoniously in a thinner voice than usual:


    “I congratulate you, Klimkov, on your fine achievement. I hope it will be the first link in a long chain of successes.”


    Klimkov shifted from one foot to the other, and quietly spread out his arms, as if desiring to free himself from the invisible chain.


    There were a few spies in the room. They listened in silence to the sound of the saw, and looked at Yevsey, who without seeing them felt their glances upon his skin. He felt awkward and annoyed.


    When Filip Filippovich had finished talking. Yevsey quietly asked him for a transfer to another city.


    “That’s nonsense, brother,” said Filip Filippovich drily. “It’s a shame to be a coward, especially at this time. What’s the matter? Your first success, yet you want to be running off. I myself know when a transfer is necessary. Go.”


    “There, they’ve rewarded me,” thought Klimkov, dismally and with a sense of hurt. But he was in error. The reward came from Sasha.


    “Hey, you morel, you,” he called to him, “there, take this.”


    Touching Yevsey’s hand with his dank yellow hand, he thrust a piece of paper into his grasp, and walked away.


    Yakov Zarubin leaped up to Yevsey.


    “How much?”


    “Twenty-five rubles,” said Klimkov, unfolding the bill with reluctant fingers.


    “How many people were there?”


    “Seven.”


    “Seven? Ugh!”


    Zarubin raised his eyes to the ceiling, and mumbled:


    “Twice, no three times, seven is twenty-one. Four into seven — three and a half per person.”


    He whistled softly, and looking around announced:


    “Sasha got a hundred and fifty, and his bill of expenses in the affair was sixty-three rubles. They do us fools. Well, what now, Yevsey? Give us a treat. For joy!”


    “Come,” said Klimkov, looking askance at the money. He could not make up his mind to put it in his pocket.
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    ON the way Zarubin said in a business-like way: “After all your people seem to have been trash.”


    “Why?” asked Klimkov offended. He sighed, and said in a lower voice. “Not trash a bit.”


    “They gave little for them, very little. Ugh! I know how such things are done. You can’t fool me, no, indeed. Krasavin once caught a single revolutionist, and he got a hundred rubles. Do you hear? And they sent him another hundred from St. Petersburg. Solovyov got seventy-five for an illegal lady. You see? And Maklakov, Ugh! Of course he catches advocates, professors, writers, who have a special price. They are not dangerous, but I suppose it must be hard to catch them.”


    Zarubin spoke without cease. Klimkov was satisfied with his tattle, which kept him from thinking of the oppressive something that lay in his breast like a cold stone.


    The two youths entered a public house. Zarubin in the confident voice of a habitué asked the tall, thin, one-eyed housekeeper:


    “Is Lydia well? And Kapa? There, Yevsey, you will get acquainted with Kapa. She’s a girl,


    I tell you, a monster! She’ll teach you what you wouldn’t learn in a hundred years without her. Well, give us lemonade and cognac. First of all, Yevsey, we must take a bit of cognac with lemonade. That’s a sort of champagne. It lifts you up into the air at once. All right?”


    “All the same to me.”


    The house, apparently, was an expensive one. The windows were hung with sumptuous curtains. The furniture seemed unusual to Yevsey, the prettily dressed girls, proud and inaccessible. All this distracted him. He squeezed himself into a corner, stepping aside to let the girls pass, who went by him as if they did not notice him. Their clothes grazed his legs. The half-dressed bodies, painted and already sweaty, lazily floated by in oppressive heaps. Their eyes set in pencilled lids turned in their orbits. The eyes were all large, though dead and uniform, notwithstanding their various colors.


    “Students?” asked a reddish girl of her companion, a stout brunette with a high bare bosom and a blue ribbon about her neck. The one who whispered in her ear made a grimace at Yevsey. He turned away from her, and asked Zarubin in annoyance:


    “Do they know who we are?”


    “Yes, of course. That’s why they take only half the price for entrance, and discount twenty-five per cent, from the bill.”


    Yevsey emptied two beakers of the sparkling beverage. Though it did not make him merrier, everything around him, nevertheless, assumed a more uniform, less irritating aspect. Two girls seated themselves at their table, Lydia and Kapitolina, the one tall and strong, the other broad and heavy. Lydia’s head was absurdly small in proportion to her body; her forehead, too, was small, her chin was sharp and prominent, her mouth round, her teeth, little and fine, like those of a fish, and her eyes dark and cunning. Kapitolina seemed put together from a number of balls of various sizes. Her protruding eyes were also like balls, and dull as a blind person’s.


    Little black Zarubin was restless as a fly. He smelt of everything, turned his head from side to side, moved his legs up and down, back and forth, sent his thin dark hands flying over the table to seize everything and feel everything. Yevsey suddenly began to feel a heavy dull irritation rising in him against Zarubin.


    “The skunk!” he thought. “He brought me a monster for my money, and chose a pretty one for himself.”


    But Yevsey knew that his annoyance at Zarubin had a deeper-seated cause than this. He filled a large glass of cognac, swallowed it, and opened his burned mouth and rolled his eyes.


    “Capital!” shouted Yakov.


    The girls laughed, and for a minute Yevsey was deaf and blind, as if he had fallen fast asleep.


    “This Lydia, Yevsey, my true friend, is a wise girl, oh, so wise!” Zarubin pulled Yevsey’s sleeve to rouse him. “Whenever I merit the attention of the officials, I will take her away from here, will marry her, and will establish her in my business. Yes, Lydia darling? Ugh!”


    “We’ll see,” replied the girl, languidly, looking sidewise at his oily eyes.


    “Why are you silent, friend Yevsey?” asked Kapitolina, slapping Yevsey’s shoulder with her heavy hand.


    “She addresses everybody by the first name,” Yakov remarked.


    “All the same to me,” said Yevsey, without looking at the girl, and moving away from her. “Only tell her that I don’t like her, and she should go away.”


    For a few seconds all kept silence.


    “To the devil with you!” said Kapitolina, thickly and calmly. Propping herself on the table with her hands, she slowly lifted her heavy body from the chair. Yevsey was annoyed because she was not offended. He looked at her, and said:


    “A species of elephant.”


    “How impolite!” shouted Lydia compassionately. “Ugh! Yes, Yevsey. That’s impolite, brother.


    Kapitolina Nikolayevna is an excellent girl. All connoisseurs value her.”


    “To me it’s all the same,” said Yevsey. “I want beer.”


    “Hey, there, beer!” shouted Zarubin. “Kapa dear, be so kind as to see we get beer.”


    The stout girl turned, and left scraping her feet. Zarubin bending over to Yevsey began insinuatingly and didactically:


    “You see, Yevsey, of course this is an establishment of such a kind, and so on, but still the girls are human beings like you and me. Why should you insult them uselessly? Ugh! They’re not all here of their own accord.”


    “Stop!” said Klimkov.


    He wanted everything around him to be quiet. He wanted the girls to cease floating in the air, like melancholy drifts of spring clouds torn by the wind. He wanted the shaven pianist with the dark blue face, like that of a drowned person, to stop rapping his fingers on the yellow teeth of the piano, which resembled the jaw of a huge monster, a monster that roared and shrieked loud laughter. He wanted the curtains of the windows to cease flapping so strangely, as if someone’s unseen and spiteful hand were pulling at them from the street. Olga dressed in white should station herself at the door. Then he would rise, walk around, the room, and would strike everybody in the face with all his might. Let Olga see that they were all repulsive to him, and that she wasn’t right, and understood nothing.


    The complaining words of Zarubin settled themselves obstinately in his ears:


    “We came here to make merry, but you at once begin a scandal.”


    Yevsey, his whole body swaying, gave a dull glance into Yakov’s face, and suddenly said to himself with cold precision:


    “On account of that — sneak, I fell into this pit of an infernal life. All on account of him!” He took a full bottle of beer into his hands, filled a glass for himself, drank it out, and without letting go of the bottle, rose from his seat.


    “The money is mine, not yours, you skunk!”


    “What of it? We are comrades!”


    Zarubin’s black head, cropped and prickly, fell back. Yevsey saw the sharp gleaming little eyes on the swarthy face, saw the set teeth.


    “You wait. Sit down.”


    Klimkov waved the bottle, and hit him in the face, aiming at his eyes. The ruddy blood gleamed oily and moist, awakening a ferocious joy in Klimkov. He swung his hand once again, pouring the beer over himself. Everybody began to cry “Oh, oh!” to scream, and rock. Somebody’s nails drove themselves into Klimkov’s face. He was seized by the arms and legs, lifted from the floor, and carried off. Somebody spat warm sticky saliva into his face, squeezed his throat, and tore his hair.


    He came to his senses in the police station, all in tatters, scratched, and wet. He at once remembered everything.


    “What will happen now?” was his first thought, though unaccompanied by alarm.


    A police officer whom he knew advised him to wash his face and ride home.


    “Are they going to try me?”


    “I don’t know,” said the police officer, who sighed, and added enviously, “Hardly. Your department is a power. It is permitted everything. So they’ll take care of you.”


    Yevsey smiled.


    After several days of a sort of even indistinct life without impressions and excitement, Yevsey was summoned to the presence of Filip Filippovich, who shouted shrilly a long time.


    “You, idiot, you ought to set other people an example of good conduct. You ought not to make scandals. Please remember that. If I learn anything of the same kind about you, I’ll place you under arrest for a month. Do you hear?” Klimkov was frightened. He shrank within himself, and began to live quietly, silently, unobserved, trying to exhaust himself as much as possible in order to escape thought.


    When he met Yakov Zarubin, he saw a small red scar over his right eye; which new feature on the mobile face was pleasant to him. The consciousness that he had found the courage and the power to strike a person raised him in his own eyes.


    “Why did you do it to me?” asked Yakov.


    “So,” said Yevsey. “I was drunk.”


    “Oh, you devil! You know what a face means in our service. We can’t afford to spoil it.”


    Zarubin demanded a treat for a good dinner from Yevsey.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXIV


    
      
    


    KLIMKOV did not succeed in hiding himself from the power of hostile thoughts. They appeared again.


    The news spread among the spies that some of the ministers had also been bribed by the enemies of the Czar and Russia. They had formed a cabal to take his power from him, and replace the existing good Russian order of life by another order borrowed from foreign governments, which of course would be pernicious to the Russian people. Now these ministers issued a manifesto in which they claimed that with the will and consent of the Czar they announced that soon freedom would be given to the people to assemble wherever they pleased, to speak about whatever interested them, and to write and publish everything they needed to in newspapers. Moreover, they would even be granted the liberty not to believe in God.


    The authorities, dismal and demoralized, again began to rush about anxiously. They again spoke kindly to the spies; and though they did not demand anything of the agents, nor advise them what to do, it was apparent that preparations were being made for the disclosure of something significant and important. For whole hours Filip Filippovich would consult secretly with Krasavin, Sasha, Solovyov, and other experienced agents; after which they all went about gloomy and preoccupied, and gave brief, unintelligible responses to the questions of their comrades.


    Once the voice of Sasha, virulent and breaking with excitement leaked through the door standing slightly ajar between the outer office and the cabinet of Filip Filippovich.


    “It’s not about the constitution, not about politics that we ought to speak to them. We must tell them that the new order would destroy them — the quiet among them would die of starvation, the more forward would rot in prison. What sort of men have we in our service? Hybrids, degenerates, the psychically sick, stupid animals.”


    “You talk God knows what,” Filip Filippovich piped aloud.


    The mournful voice of Yasnogursky was heard next.


    “What a scheme you have! My good man, I can’t understand what you’re driving at.”


    Piotr, Grokhotov, Yevsey, and two new spies were sitting in the office. One of the novices was a reddish, hook-nosed man with large freckles on his face and gold glasses; the other shaven, bald, and red-cheeked with a broad nose and a purple birthmark on his neck near his left ear. They listened attentively to Sasha’s talk, glancing at each other sidewise. All kept silent. Piotr rose a number of times, and walked to the door. Finally he coughed aloud near it, upon which an invisible hand immediately closed it. The bald spy carefully felt his nose with his thick fingers, and asked quietly:


    “Who was it he called hybrids?”


    At first nobody responded, then Grokhotov sighing humbly said:


    “He calls everybody hybrid.”


    “A smart beast!” exclaimed Piotr smiling dreamily. “Rotten to the core, but just see how his power keeps rising! That’s what education will do for you.”


    The bald-headed spy looked at everybody with his mole eyes, and again asked hesitatingly:


    “What does he mean — eh, eh — does he mean us?”


    “Politics,” said Grokhotov. “Politics is a wise business. It’s not squeamish.”


    “If I had received an education, I too, would have turned up trumps,” declared Piotr.


    The red-headed spy carelessly swung himself on his chair, his mouth frequently gaping in a wide yawn.


    Sasha emerged from the cabinet, livid and dishevelled. He stopped at the door, and looked at everybody.


    “Eavesdropping, eh?” he asked sarcastically. The rest of the spies dropped into the office one by one, wearily and dismally, flinging various remarks at one another. Maklakov came in an ill humor. The look in his eyes was sharp and insulting. He passed quickly into the cabinet, and banged the door behind him.


    “Tables are going to be turned,” Sasha said to Piotr. “We’ll be the secret society, and they’ll remain patent fools. That’s what’s going to happen. Hey,” he shouted, “no one is to leave the office. There’s going to be a meeting.”


    All grew still. Yasnogursky came out from the cabinet with a broad smile widening his large mouth. His protuberant fleshy ears reached to the back of his neck. All sleek and slippery, he produced the impression of a large piece of soap. He walked among the crowd of spies pressing their hands and kindly and humbly nodding his head. Suddenly he walked off into a corner, and began to address the agents in a lachrymose voice:


    “Good servants of the Czar, it is with a heart penetrated by grief that I address myself to you — to you, men without fear, men without reproach, true children of the Czar, your father, and of the true Orthodox Church, your mother, — to you I speak.”


    “Look at him howling!” somebody whispered near Yevsey, who thought he heard Yasnogursky utter an ugly oath.


    “You already know of the fresh cunning of the enemy, of the new and baneful plot. You read the proclamation of Minister Bulygin, in which it is said that our Czar wishes to renounce the power entrusted to him by our Lord God over Russia and the Russian people. All this, dear comrades and brothers, is the infernal game of people who have delivered over their souls to foreign capitalists. It is a new attempt to ruin our sacred Russia. What do they want to attain with the Duma they have promised? What do they want to attain by this very constitution and liberty?”


    The spies moved closer together.


    “In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, let us examine the snares of the devils in the light of truth. Let us look at them with our simple Russian mind, and we’ll see how they scatter like dust before our eyes. Just look! They want to deprive the Czar of his divine power, his liberty to rule the country according to the dictates from on High. They want to arrange popular elections, so that the people should send to the Czar their representatives, who would promulgate laws abridging his power. They hope that our people, ignorant and drunk, will permit themselves to be bought with wine and money, and will bring into the Czar’s palace those who are pointed out to them by the traitors, liberals and revolutionists. And whom will they point out? Jews, Poles, Armenians, Germans, and other strangers, enemies of Russia.”


    Klimkov observed that Sasha standing in back of Yasnogursky, smiled sardonically like the devil. He inclined his head, to keep the sick spy from noticing him.


    “This band of venal swindlers will surround the bright throne of our Czar and will close his wise eyes to the destiny of our country. They will deliver Russia over into the hands of strangers and foreigners. The Jews will establish their government in Russia, the Poles their government, the Armenians and the Georgians theirs, the Letts theirs, and other paupers whom Russia took under the shelter of her powerful hand, theirs. They will establish their governments, and when we Russians remain alone — then — then — it means—” Sasha standing at Yasnogursky’s side, began to whisper into his ear. The old man waved him off in annoyance, and said aloud:


    “Then the Germans, and the English will rush upon us, and will clutch up in their greedy paws. The destruction of Russia is threatening us, dear comrades, my friends. Have a care!”


    The last words of his speech were uttered in a shout, then he lapsed into silence lasting about a minute, after which he raised his hand over his head and resumed:


    “But our Czar has friends. They watch over his power and over his glory like faithful dogs unbought. They have organized a society for war upon the dastardly conspiracies of the revolutionists, upon the constitution, and every abomination destructive to us, the true Russian people. Counts and princes celebrated for their services to the Czar in Russia are entering this organization, governors submissive to the will of the Czar and faithful to the covenant of our sacred past. Perhaps even the very highest—”


    Sasha again stopped Yasnogursky. The old man listened to him, grew red, waved his hands, and suddenly shouted:


    “Well, speak yourself. What does it mean? What right have you — I don’t want to—”


    He gave an odd little leap, and pushing the crowd of spies apart, walked away. Sasha now took his place, and stood there tall and stooping with head thrust forward. Looking around with his red eyes, and rubbing his hands, he asked sharply:


    “Well, did you understand?”


    “We did — we did,” several voices sounded sullenly and half-heartedly.


    “Of course!” exclaimed Sasha in derision. Then he began to speak, pronouncing every word with the precision of a hammer-blow. His voice rang with malice.


    “Let those also listen who are wiser. Let them explain my words to the fools. The revolutionists, the liberals, our Russian gentry in general, have conquered. Do you understand? The administration has resolved to yield to their demands, it wants to give them a constitution. What does a constitution mean to you? Starvation, death, because you are idlers and do-nothings, you are no good for any sort of work. It means prison for the most of you, because most of you have merited it; for a few others it means the hospital, the insane asylum, because there are a whole lot of half-witted men, psychically sick, among you. The new order of life, if established, will make quick work of you all. The police department will be destroyed, the Department of Safety will be shut down, you will be turned out into the street. Do you understand?”


    All were silent, as if turned to stone.


    “Then I would go away somewhere,” Klimkov thought.


    “I think it’s plain,” said Sasha, after a period of silence. As he again embraced his audience in his look, the red band on his forehead seemed to have spread over his whole face, and his face to become covered with a leaden blue.


    “You ought to realize that this change is not advantageous to you, that you don’t want it. Therefore you must fight against it now. Isn’t that so? For whom, in whose interest, are you going to fight? For your own selves, for your interests, for your right to live as you have lived up to this time. Is what I say clear? What can we do? Let everyone think about this question.” A heavy noise suddenly arose in the close room, as if a huge sick breast were sighing and rattling.


    Some of the spies walked away silently and sullenly, with drooping heads. One man grumbled in vexation:


    “They tell us this and they tell us that. Why don’t they increase our salaries instead?”


    “They keep frightening us, always frightening us.”


    In the corner near Sasha about a dozen men had gathered. Yevsey quietly moved up to the group, and heard the enraptured voice of Piotr:


    “That’s the way to speak! Twice two are four, and all are aces.”


    “No, Pm not satisfied,” said Solovyov sweetly with a prying note in his voice. “Think! What does it mean to think? Everyone may think in his own way. You should tell me what to do.”


    “You have been told!” put in Krasavin roughly and sharply.


    “I don’t understand,” Maklakov declared calmly.


    “You?” shouted Sasha. “You lie! You do understand!”


    “No.”


    “And I say you do, but you’re a coward, you’re a nobleman — and — and — and I know you.”


    “Maybe,” said Maklakov. “But do you know what you want?” He spoke in so cold a tone, and put so much significance into his voice, that Yevsey trembled and thought:


    “Will Sasha strike him?”


    Sasha, however, merely repeated the question in a screeching voice:


    “I? Do I know what I want?”


    “Yes.”


    “I will tell you.” Sasha raised his voice threateningly. “I am soon going to die. I have nobody to fear. I am a stranger to life. I live with hatred of good people before whom you in your thoughts crouch on your knees. Don’t you know? You lie. You are a slave, a slave in your soul. A lackey, though you are a nobleman, and I am a muzhik, a perspicacious muzhik. Even though I attended the university, nothing has corrupted me.”


    Yevsey felt that Sasha’s words crawled in his heart like spiders, enmeshing him in gluey threads, squeezing him, tying him up, and drawing him to Sasha. He pressed through to the front, and stood alongside the combatants trying to see the faces of both at the same time.


    “I know my enemy. It’s you, the gentry. You are gentlemen, even as spies. You are abhorrent everywhere, everywhere execrable, men and women, writers and spies. But I know a means for having done with you gentlemen, the gentry. I know a way. I see what ought to be done with you, how to destroy you.”


    “That’s the very point that’s interesting, not your hysterics,” said Maklakov thrusting his hands in his pockets.


    “Yes, it’s interesting to you? Very well. I’ll tell you.”


    Sasha evidently wanted to sit down, for he vacillated like a pendulum. He looked around as he spoke without pause, breathless from quick utterance.


    “Who orders life? The gentry. Who spoiled the pretty animal man? Who made him a dirty beast, a sick beast? You, the gentry. Hence all this, the whole of life, ought to be turned against you. So we must open all the ulcers of life, and drown you in the stream of abomination that will flow from them, in the vomit of the people you have poisoned. A curse on you! The time of your execution and destruction has come. All those who have been mutilated by you are rising against you, and they’ll choke you, crush you, you understand? Yes, that’s how it will be. Nay, it already is. In some cities they have already tried to find out how firmly the heads of the gentlemen are fixed on their shoulders. You know that, don’t you?”


    Sasha staggered back, and leaned against the wall, stretching his arms forward, and choking and gasping over a broken laugh. Maklakov glanced at the men standing around him, and asked also with a laugh:


    “Did you understand what he said?”


    “One can say whatever he pleases,” replied Solovyov, but the next instant added hastily, “In one’s own company. The most interesting thing would be to find out for certain whether a secret society has actually been organized in St. Petersburg and for what purpose.” —


    “That’s what we want to know,” said Krasavin in a tone of demand. “And what sort of people are in it, too.”


    “In reality, brothers, the revolution has been transferred to other quarters,” exclaimed Piotr, merrily and animatedly.


    “If there really are princes in that society,” Solovyov meditated dreamily, “then our business ought to improve.”


    “You have twenty thousand in the bank anyway, old devil.”


    “And maybe thirty. Count again,” said Solovyov in an offended tone, and stepped aside.


    Sasha coughed dully and hoarsely; while Maklakov regarded him with a scowl. Yevsey gradually freed himself from the thin shackles of the attraction that the sick spy had unexpectedly begun to exert upon him. His talk, which at first had seized Klimkov, now dissolved and disappeared from his soul like dust under rain.


    “What are you looking at me for?” shouted Sasha at Maklakov.


    Maklakov turned and walked away without answering. Yevsey involuntarily followed him.


    “Did you understand anything?” Maklakov suddenly inquired of Yevsey.


    “I don’t like it.”


    “No? Why?”


    “He’s always rancorous, and there’s rancor enough without him.”


    “Yes, so there is,” said Maklakov, nodding his head. “There’s rancor enough.”


    “And it’s impossible to understand anything,” Klimkov continued, looking around cautiously. “Everybody speaks differently—”


    The words had scarcely left his mouth when he grew alarmed, and glanced sidewise at Maklakov’s face. The spy pensively brushed the dust from his hat with his handkerchief, apparently oblivious of the dangerous words.


    “Well, good-by,” he said, holding out his hand to Yevsey. Yevsey wanted to accompany him, but the spy put on his hat, and twirling his mustache, walked out without so much as looking at him.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXV


    
      
    


    SOMETHING strange, like a dream, grew in the city, rushing onward with irresistible rapidity. People lost their fear completely. On the faces which only a short time ago had been flat and humble, an expression of conscious power and preoccupation now appeared sharply and clearly. All recalled builders preparing to pull down an old structure, and busily considering the best way of beginning the work.


    Almost every day the workingmen in the factory suburb openly arranged meetings, at which known revolutionists appeared, who in the very presence of the police and officials of the Department of Safety sharply censured the order of life, and pointed out that the manifesto of the minister convoking the Duma was an attempt of the administration to pacify the people, who were stirred up by misfortune, in order to deceive them in the end, as always. The speakers urged their listeners not to believe anybody except their own reason.


    Once when a rebel orator shouted, “The people alone are the true and legal masters of life; to them belong the whole earth and all freedom,” a triumphant roar came in reply, “True, brother!”


    Yevsey deafened by the shouts turned away, and met Melnikov who had been standing in back of him. His eyes burned, he was black and dishevelled. He flapped his arms, as a crow flaps its wings, and bawled:


    “Tr-r-r-ue!”


    Klimkov pulled the skirt of his coat in amazement, and whispered in a low voice:


    “What ails you? The speaker is a Socialist. He’s under surveillance.”


    Melnikov blinked his eyes, and asked:


    “He?” Without awaiting a reply, he shouted again, “Hurray! True!” Then to Yevsey very angrily, “Get out! It’s all the same who speaks the truth.”


    Yevsey smiled timidly at the new speeches. He looked around helplessly for some person in the crowd with whom he might speak openly; but on finding a pleasant face that inspired confidence, he sighed and thought:


    “I’ll begin to talk with him, and he’ll at once understand that I’m a spy.”


    He frequently heard the revolutionists speak of the necessity of arranging another life upon earth. Dreams of his childhood returned, broadened and filled with a clear content. He believed in the hot fearless words. But the faith grew feebly and lazily upon the shaky, slimy soil of his soul, choked with impressions, poisoned by fear, and exhausted by violence. His faith was like a child suffering with rachitis, bow-legged, with large eyes always gazing into the distance.


    Yevsey admired the beautiful growth of the rebellion. But he lacked the power to fall in love with it. He believed words. He did not believe people. The dreams stirring his heart died the instant they touched it. A timorous spectator he walked along the shore of a stream without the desire to plunge into its soul-refreshing waves. At the same time he longed wistfully for someone to triumph, for someone to make life calm and pleasing, and point out a comfortable place in it where he might find repose.


    At first he could not comprehend why both the revolutionists and the officers of the spies censured the administration, why both asserted that someone wanted to deceive the people. When the people themselves, however, came out into the street, and began to speak, Yevsey stopped to think about this question.


    The spies walked about slowly, indolently; they all grew strange to one another, maintaining sullen silence, and looking into the eyes of their comrades suspiciously, as if expecting something dangerous from one another. The officials ceased to talk, and sank into the background. They gave out no plans of action, and said nothing new.


    “Has nothing been heard in regard to this St.


    Petersburg league of princes?” Krasavin asked almost every day.


    Once Piotr joyously announced:


    “Boys, Sasha has been summoned to St. Petersburg. He’ll fix up a game there, you’ll see.” Viakhirev, the hook-nosed, reddish spy, remarked lazily:


    “The League of Russian People has been permitted to organize fighting bands to kill the revolutionists. I’ll go there, I’m a good shot.”


    “A pistol is a fine thing,” said someone. “You shoot, and then run away.”


    “How simply they speak about everything,” thought Yevsey. He involuntarily recalled other conversations — Olga and Makarov — which he impatiently pushed away from himself.


    Sasha returned from St. Petersburg, as it were stronger. Concentrated green sparks gleamed in his dim eyes. His voice had become deeper, his entire body seemed to have straightened and grown sounder.


    “What are we going to do?” asked Piotr.


    “You’ll soon find out,” answered Sasha, showing his teeth.


    Autumn came as always quiet and melancholy. But the people did not remark its advent. Yesterday bold and noisy, to-day they came out into the streets still bolder, still more confident, and upheld Yevsey’s faith in their victory, in the nearness, of a calm, peaceful, comfortable life.


    Then came the fabulously terrible and marvellous days, when all the people ceased to work, and the customary life that for so long had held oppressive sway, oppressive in its cruelty and aimless play, suddenly ceased, as if crushed by a giant embrace. The people refused the city, their ruler, bread, fire, and water. And for a number of nights it stood in darkness, hungry, thirsty, sullen, and affronted. During those dark, insulting nights, the working-people walked through the streets with song, childish joy shining in their eyes. For the first time they clearly saw their power, and themselves were amazed at its significance. They understood their might over life, and good-naturedly exulted, looking at the blinded houses, the motionless dead machines, the dumfounded police, the closed, ever-hungry jaws of the shops and restaurants, the frightened faces, the humble figures of those persons who had never learned to work, but only to eat much, and who therefore considered themselves the best blood in the city. Their power over people had been torn from their impotent hands in these days, yet their cruelty and cunning remained. Klimkov looked at the men accustomed to command now silently submitting to the will of the hungry, poor, and unwashed. He understood that it had become a shame for the lords to live. So trying to cover up their shame, they smiled approvingly upon the working-people, and lied to them. They were afraid of the workers. In spite of the lords, however, it seemed to Yevsey that the past would not return. He felt that new masters had arisen, and if they had been able all of a sudden to stop the course of life, then they would now be able to arrange it differently, more freely, and more easily for themselves and for all.


    The old, the cruel, and the malicious abandoned the city. It melted away in the darkness. The people perceptibly grew better, and though the city remained without illumination, yet the nights were stirring, merry as the days.


    Everywhere crowds of people gathered and spoke animatedly, in free, bold, human speech, of the approaching days of the triumph of truth. They believed in it hotly. The unbelievers were silent, but looked into the new faces, impressing the new speech upon their minds.


    Often Klimkov observed the spies in the crowds. Not wishing to be seen by them, he walked away. He met Melnikov more frequently than the others. This man roused his particular interest. A dense crowd always gathered around him, and his thick voice flowed from the centre of the group like a dark stream.


    “There, you see! The people wanted it, and everything is up. If the people want it, they will take everything into their own hands. They’re a power, the people are. Remember this — don’t let what you have obtained slip from your grasp. Take care! More than everything, guard against the cunning of various gentlemen. Away with them. Drive them off! If they dispute, beat them to death.”


    When Klimkov heard this, he thought:


    “For such talk people used to be put in prison. What numbers have been put in prison! And now they speak that way themselves.”


    He wandered about in the crowd alone from morning until late at night. Sometimes he had an irresistible yearning to speak; but as soon as he felt the desire coming upon him, he immediately walked off into empty by-streets and dark corners.


    “If I speak, they’ll recognize me,” he thought with importunate dread. And he comforted himself by reflecting, “No hurry. I’ll have time enough yet to speak.”


    One night while walking along the street, he saw Maklakov hidden in a gateway, looking up to a lighted window on the opposite side of the street like a hungry dog waiting for a sop.


    “Keeps at his work,” thought Yevsey, then said to Maklakov: “Do you want me to take your place, Timofey Vasilyevich?”


    “You, me, Yevsey?” exclaimed the spy in a subdued voice, and Klimkov felt that something was wrong, for it was the first time that the spy had ever addressed him by the first name. Moreover Maklakov’s voice was not his own. “No, go,” he said.


    The spy always so smooth and decorous now had a shabby appearance. His hair, as a rule carefully and prettily combed behind his ears, lay in disorder over his forehead and temples. He smelt of whiskey.


    “Good-by,” said Yevsey raising his hat and walking off slowly. He had taken only a few steps, however, when he heard a call behind him.


    “Listen!”


    Yevsey turned back noiselessly, and stood beside Maklakov.


    “Let’s walk together.”


    “He must be very drunk,” thought Yevsey.


    “Do you know who lives in that house?” asked Maklakov, looking back.


    “No.”


    “Mironov, the writer. Do you remember him?”


    “I do.”


    “Well, I should think you would. He made you out a fool so simply.”


    “Yes,” agreed Yevsey.


    They walked slowly with noiseless tread. The narrow street was quiet, deserted, and cold.


    “Let’s go back,” continued Maklakov. Then he adjusted his hat on his head, buttoned his overcoat, and declared thoughtfully, “Brother, I am going away — to Argentine. That’s in America.


    Klimkov heard something hopeless, dismal in his words, and he, too, began to feel gloomy and awkward.


    “Why — so far?”


    “I must.”


    Maklakov again stopped opposite the illuminated window, and looked up to it silently. Like a huge, solitary eye on the black face of the house, it cast a peaceful beam of light into the darkness — a small island amid black and heavy waters.


    “That’s his window, Mironov’s,” said Maklakov quietly. “That’s the way he sits at night all by himself and writes. Come.”


    Some people advanced toward them singing softly:


    “It comes, it comes, the last decisive fight!”


    “We ought to cross to the other side,” Yevsey proposed in a whisper.


    “Are you afraid?” asked Maklakov, though he was the first to step from the pavement to cross the frozen dirt of the middle of the street. “No reason to be afraid. These fellows with their songs of war and all such things are peaceful people. The wild beasts are not among them, no. It would be good to sit down now in some warm place, in a café, but everything is closed, everything is suspended, brother.”


    “Come home,” Klimkov suggested.


    “Home? No thank you. You can go if you want to.”


    Yevsey remained, submissively yielding to the sad expectation of something inevitable. From the other side of the street came the sound of the people’s talk.


    “Misha, is it possible you don’t believe?” one asked in a ringing, joyous voice.


    A soft bass answered:


    “I do believe, but I say it won’t happen so soon.”


    “Listen! What the devil of a spy are you, eh?” Maklakov suddenly demanded nudging Yevsey with his elbow. “I’ve been watching you a long time. Your face always looks as if you had just taken an emetic.”


    Yevsey grew glad at the possibility of speaking about himself openly.


    “I am going away, Timofey Vasilyevich,” he quickly mumbled. “Just as soon as everything is arranged, I am going away. I’ll gradually settle myself in business, and I’m going to live quietly by myself—”


    “As soon as what is arranged?”


    “Why, all this about the new life. When the people start out all for themselves.”


    “Eh, eh,” drawled the spy, waving his hand and smiling. His smile robbed Yevsey of the desire to speak about himself.


    They walked in silence again, and turned again. Both were gloomy.


    “There, now,” Maklakov exclaimed with unexpected roughness and acerbity as they once more approached the author’s house. “I’m really going away, forever, entirely from Russia. Do you understand? And I must hand over some papers to this — this author. You see this package?”


    He waved a white parcel before Yevsey’s face, and continued quickly, in a low growl. “I won’t go to him myself. This is the second day I’ve been on the watch for him, waiting for him to come out. But he’s sick, and he won’t come out. I would have given it to him in the street. I can’t send it by mail. His letters are opened and stolen in the Post Office and given over to the Department of Safety. And it’s absolutely impossible for me to go to him myself. Do you understand?” The spy pressing the package to his breast bent his head to look into Yevsey’s eyes.


    “My life is in this package. I have written about myself — my story — who I am, and why. I want him to read it — he loves people.”


    Taking Yevsey’s shoulder in a vigorous clutch the spy shook him, and commanded:


    “You go and give it to him, into his own hands —— go, tell him that one—” Maklakov broke off, and continued after a pause— “tell him that a certain agent of the Department of Safety sent him these papers, and begs him most humbly — tell him that way, ‘begs him most humbly’ to read them. I’ll wait here for you, on the street. Go. But look out, don’t tell him Pm here. If he asks, say I’ve escaped, went to Argentine. Repeat what I’ve told you.”


    “Went to Argentine.”


    “And don’t forget, ‘begs most humbly.’”


    “No, I won’t.”


    “Go on, quick!”


    Giving Klimkov a gentle shove on the back he escorted him to the door of the house, walked away, and stopped to observe him.


    Yevsey agitated and seized with a fine tremor, lost consciousness of his own personality crushed by the commanding words of Maklakov. He pushed the electric button, and felt ready to crawl through the door in the desire to hide himself from the spy as quickly as possible. He struck it with his knee, and it opened. A dark figure loomed in the light, a voice asked testily:


    “What do you want?”


    “The writer, Mr. Mironov — him personally. I have been told to deliver a package into his own hands. Please, quick!” said Yevsey, involuntarily imitating the rapid and incoherent talk of Maklakov. Everything became confused in his brain. But the words of the spy lay there, white and cold as dead bones. And when a somewhat dull voice reached him, “What can I do for you, young man?” Yevsey said in an apathetic voice, like an automaton, “A certain agent of the Department of Safety sent you these papers, and begs you most humbly to read them. He has gone off to Argentine.” The strange name embarrassed Yevsey, and he added in a lower voice, “Argentine, which is in America.”


    “Yes, but where are the papers?”


    The voice sounded kind. Yevsey raised his head, and recognized the soldierly face with the reddish mustache. He pulled the package from his pocket, and handed it to him.


    “Sit down.”


    Klimkov seated himself, keeping his head bowed. The sound of the tearing of the wrapping made him start. Without raising his head, he looked at the writer warily from under lowered lids. Mironov stood before him regarding the package, his mustache quivering.


    “You say he’s gone off?”


    “Yes.”


    “And you yourself are also an agent?”


    “Yes,” said Yevsey quietly, and thought, “Now, he’ll scold me.”


    “Your face seems familiar to me.”


    Yevsey tried not to look at him. But he felt the writer was smiling.


    “Yes, I suppose it is familiar to you,” said Yevsey sighing.


    “Have you, too, been tracking me?”


    “Once. You saw me from the window. You came out into the street, and gave me a letter.”


    “Yes, yes. I remember. The devil! So that was you? Well, excuse me, my dear man. I think I must have offended you, eh?”


    Yevsey rose from the chair, looked into his laughing face incredulously, and glanced around. “That’s nothing,” he said.


    He felt unbearably awkward as he listened to the somewhat rude yet kindly voice. He was afraid that after all the writer would abuse him and drive him out.


    “There, you see how strangely we meet this time, eh?”


    “Nothing else?” asked Yevsey confused.


    “Nothing else. But I believe you are tired. Sit down. Rest.”


    “I must be going.”


    “Very well. As you please. Well, thank you. Good-by.”


    He extended his large hand with reddish wool on the fingers. Yevsey touched it cautiously.


    “Permit me also to tell you my life,” he requested unexpectedly to himself. The instant he had distinctly uttered these words, he thought, “This is the very man to whom I ought to speak, if Timofey Vasilyevich himself, such a wise person and better than everybody, respects him.” Recalling Maklakov, Yevsey looked at the window, and for a moment grew anxious.


    “No matter,” he said to himself. “It’s not the first time he’s had to freeze.”


    “Well, why not? Tell me, if you want to. Won’t you take off your overcoat? And perhaps you will have a glass of tea. It’s cold.”


    Yevsey wanted to smile, but he restrained himself. In a few minutes, his eyes half closed, he told the writer monotonously and minutely about the village, about Yakov, and about the blacksmith. He spoke in the same voice in which he reported his observations in the Department of Safety.


    The writer, whom Yevsey observed from under his lashes, was sitting on a broad, heavy taborette, his elbows on the table, over which he bent, twirling his mustache with a quick movement of his fingers. His eyes gazed sharply and seriously into the distance above Klimkov’s head.


    “He doesn’t hear me,” thought Yevsey, and raised his voice a little, continuing to examine the room without himself being observed, and jealously watching the face of the author.


    The room was dark and gloomy. The shelves crammed with books, which increased the thickness of the walls, apparently kept out the sounds of the street. Between the shelves the glass of the windows glistened dully, pasted over with the cold darkness of the night, and the white narrow stain of the door obtruded itself on the eye. In the middle of the room was a table, whose covering of grey cloth seemed to lend a dark grey tone to everything around it.


    Yevsey was ensconced in a corner of a chair covered with a smooth skin. For some reason he propped his head hard against its high back, then slid down a little. The flames of the candles disturbed him; the yellow tongues slowly inclining toward each other, seemed to be holding a conversation. They trembled, and straightened themselves out, struggling upward. Back of the author over the sofa, hung a large portrait, from which a yellow face with a sharp little beard looked out sternly.


    The author began to twirl his mustache more slowly, but his look as before travelled beyond the confines of the room. All this disturbed Yevsey, breaking the thread of his recollections. He bethought himself of closing his eyes. When he did so, and darkness closely enveloped him, he sighed lightly. Suddenly he beheld himself divided in two — the man who had lived, and the other being who was able to tell about the first as about a stranger. His speech flowed on more easily, his voice grew stronger, and the events of his life drew themselves connectedly one after the other, unrolling easily like a ball of grey thread. They freed the little feeble soul from the dirty and cumbersome rags of its experiences. It was pleasant to Yevsey to tell about himself. He listened to his own voice with quiet astonishment. He spoke truthfully, and clearly saw that he had not been guilty of anything, for he had lived all his days not as he had wanted to, but as he had been compelled to do; and he had been compelled to do what was unpleasant and unnecessary to him. Filled with a sense of sincere self-pity, he was almost ready to weep and to fall in love with himself.


    Whenever the author asked him a question, which Yevsey did not understand, he would say without opening his eyes, sternly and quietly:


    “Wait, I’m telling it in order.”


    He spoke without wearying, but when he came to the moment of his meeting with Maklakov, he suddenly stopped as before a pit. He opened his eyes, and saw at the window the dull look of the autumn morning, the cold grey depth of the sky. Heaving a deep sigh, he straightened himself up. He felt washed within, unusually light, unpleasantly empty. His heart was ready submissively to receive new orders, fresh violence.


    The author rose noisily from his seat, tall and strong. He pressed his hands together, cracking his fingers disagreeably.


    “What do you think of doing now?” he asked, as he turned to the window without looking at Klimkov.


    Yevsey also rose, and repeated with assurance what he had told Maklakov.


    “As soon as the new life is arranged, I’ll quietly go into some business — I’ll go to another city — I’ve saved about one hundred and fifty rubles.”


    The author turned to him slowly.


    “So?” he said. “You have no other desire whatsoever?”


    Klimkov thought, and answered:


    “No.”


    “And you believe in the new life? You think it will arrange itself?”


    “Of course. How else? If all the people want it. Why won’t it arrange itself?”


    “I’m not saying anything.”


    Mironov keeping silent turned to the window again, and straightened out his mustache with both hands. Yevsey stood motionless, awaiting something and listening to the emptiness in his breast.


    “Tell me,” said the writer softly and slowly, “aren’t you sorry for those people, that girl, your cousin, and his comrade?”


    Klimkov bowed his head, and drew the skirts of his coat together.


    “You found out that they were right, didn’t you?”


    “At first I was sorry for them. I must have been ashamed, I suppose. But now I’m not sorry any more.”


    “No? Why not?”


    Klimkov did not answer at once. At the end of a few moments he said:


    “Well, they are good people, and they attained to what they wanted.”


    “And didn’t it occur to you that you were in a bad business?”


    Yevsey sighed.


    “Why, I don’t like it. I do what I’m told to do.”


    The author stepped up to him, then turned aside. Klimkov saw the door through which he had entered, saw it because the author’s glance was turned to it.


    “I ought to go,” he thought.


    “Do you want to ask me anything?” inquired the author.


    “No, I am going.”


    “Good-by.” And the host moved to let him pass. Yevsey walking on tip-toe went into the antechamber, where he began to put on his overcoat. From the door of the room he heard a question: “Listen, why did you tell me about yourself?” Squeezing his hat in his hands Yevsey thought, and answered:


    “Just so. Timofey Vasilyevich respects you very much, the one who sent me.”


    The writer smiled.


    “Aha! Is that all?”


    “Why did I tell him?” Klimkov suddenly wondered. Blinking his eyes, he looked fixedly into the author’s face.


    “Well, good-by,” said the host, rubbing his hands. He moved away from his visitor.


    Yevsey nodded to him politely.


    “Good-by.”


    When he came out of the house, he looked around, and immediately observed the black figure of a man at the end of the street in the grey twilight of the morning. The man was quietly striding along the pavement holding his head bent.


    “He’s waiting,” Klimkov thought. He shrank back. “He’ll scold me. He’ll say it was too long.”


    The spy must have heard the resonant sound of steps on the frozen paving in the stillness of the morning. He raised his head, and fairly ran to meet Yevsey.


    “Did you give it to him? Yes?”


    “I did.”


    “Why were you so long? Did he speak to you? What did he ask?”


    Maklakov shivered. His cheeks were blue, his nose red. He seized the lapels of Yevsey’s overcoat, and instantly released him, blew on his fingers, as if he had burned them, and began to tramp his feet on the ground. Thus, chilled through and through, and pitiful, he was not awe-inspiring.


    “I, too, told him all my life,” Yevsey declared aloud. It was pleasant to tell Maklakov about it.


    “Well, didn’t he ask about me?”


    “He asked whether you had gone away.”


    “What did you say?”


    “I said you had.”


    “Yes. Nothing else?”


    “Nothing.”


    “Well, let’s go. Pm frozen, brother. Maklakov darted forward, thrusting his hands in his overcoat pockets, and hunching his back. “So you told him your life?”


    “The whole of it, completely, to the very moment of my last-meeting with you,” answered Yevsey, again experiencing a pleasant sensation, which raised him to the same level as the spy whom he respected.


    “What did he say to you then?”


    For some reason confused and embarrassed Klimkov waited before he replied.


    “He didn’t say anything.”


    Maklakov stopped, seized him by the sleeve, and asked in a stem though quiet tone:


    “Did you give him my papers?”


    “Search me, Timofey Vasilyevich,” Yevsey cried sincerely.


    “I won’t,” said Maklakov, after reflecting. “Well, now good-by. I’ll disappear this very day. Take my advice. I’m giving it, because I pity you. Get out of this service and be quick about it. It’s not for you, you know it yourself. Go away now. Now is the time to leave. You see what days these are. The dead are coming to life, people trust one another, they can forgive much in a period like this; they can forgive everything, I think. And above all, avoid Sasha. He’s sick and insane. He’s made you deliver up your cousin, he — he ought to be killed, like a mangy dog. Well, good-by, brother.” He seized Yevsey’s hand in his cold fingers, and pressed it firmly. “So you gave him my papers?” he asked once more. “You’re sure of it, are you?”


    “I did — by God! The moment I caught sight of him I at once remembered him.”


    “All right. I believe you. Don’t speak about me there for a few days, I beg you.”


    “I’m not going there. On the twentieth I’ll call for my salary.”


    “Tell them then. By that time I’ll be far away. Good-by.”


    He turned the corner quickly. Yevsey looked after him, thinking suspiciously:


    “He’s going off. Probably he did something against the authorities, and got frightened. How he looks, just as if he had gotten a beating.”


    He grew sorry for himself at the thought that he would never again see Maklakov. Nevertheless, it was agreeable to recall how weak, chilled through, and troubled the spy had looked, the spy who had always borne himself so calmly and firmly.


    “He spoke boldly even with the officers of the Department of Safety, spoke to them as if he were their equal. But apparently he was all the time afraid of the author who was under surveillance. And here am I, a little man,” thought Yevsey, as he strode down the street, “a little man, afraid of everybody, yet the author didn’t frighten me. I was drinking tea at his house, while Maklakov was shivering on the street.” Klimkov content with himself smiled. “He couldn’t say anything, the author couldn’t.” Yevsey was suddenly seized with a mingled feeling of sadness and insult. He slackened his pace, and sank into reflections as to why this was. He sought the cause of the grief that unexpectedly rose within him.


    “Why did I speak to him?” he thought again on the way. “Instead, I should have told it that time to Olga.”


    The city awoke, and Yevsey wanted to sleep. He felt uneasiness, discomfort in his breast again. His heart was like a little room from which all the furniture has been removed, and which is left bare and empty, with green stains of dampness on the torn wall-paper, showing the dumb patterns made by the chinks in the plastering.


    He wanted to sleep, but it was pleasant to stroll the streets, and he walked homeward with reluctant steps.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXVI


    
      
    


    ABOUT midday Yevsey was awakened by Viekov dressed in an overcoat and hat. He looked downcast. He shook the back of the bed, and said in a muffled voice, monotonously:


    “Hey, Klimkov, get up. They are summoning everybody to the office. Hey, Klimkov — they have proclaimed the constitution. They are summoning all the agents from their lodgings. Filip Filippovich gave the order. Do you hear, Klimkov?”


    His words fell like large drops of rain, full of sadness. His face was drawn, as with the toothache. His eyes blinked frequently, as if he were about to cry.


    “What is it?” asked Yevsey jumping from bed.


    Viekov pursed his lips dismally.


    “Is it possible to understand? They said yesterday the Czar would give a full constitution, and to-day here’s the manifesto, he’s actually giving it. Our Department has become like an insane asylum — that Sasha is such a coarse creature, astonishing. He keeps shouting, ‘ Strike, slash,’ and so forth. Why, look here, I wouldn’t make up my mind to kill a man even for five hundred rubles.


    


    Yet he proposes we should kill for forty rubles a month. Why, it’s savagery even to listen to such talk.” Viekov puffed his cheeks, and sighed in weariness of spirit, as he paced up and down the room. “It’s horrible. Dress quickly. We must go.”


    Pulling on his trousers Klimkov asked musingly: “Whom do they want us to kill?”


    “The revolutionists. Although what revolutionists are there now? According to the Czar’s ukase, you’d suppose the revolution was ended. They tell us we should gather the people in the streets, march with flags, and sing, ‘God Save the Czar.’ Well, why not sing, if liberty has been granted? But then they say that while doing this, we should shout ‘Down with the constitution,’ and so forth. I can’t for the life of me understand. That’s going against the manifesto and the will of the Czar Emperor. There are many besides me who don’t understand it. I’m not the only one.”


    His voice sounded protesting, insulted, his legs clapped together. He seemed as soft as if his bones had been removed from his body.


    “I’m not going there,” said Klimkov.


    “What do you mean?”


    “Just so. First I’ll walk the streets, and see what they’re going to do.”


    Viekov sighed again, and whistled.


    “Yes, of course. You’re a single man. But when you have a family, that is, a woman who demands this, that, the fifth thing, and the tenth thing, then you’ll go where you don’t want to, yes, you will. The need for a living compels a man to dance a tightrope. When I see tricks on a tightrope, my head begins to turn, and I feel a pain in the lower part of my chest. But I think to myself, ‘If it would be necessary for your livelihood, then you, too, Ivan Petrovich Viekov, would dance a tightrope.’ Yes, indeed. A poor man must live by doing things that wring his heart, and whether he wants to or not. Such is the law of nature, as Grokhotov says.”


    Viekov tossed himself about the room, knocking against the table and the chairs, mumbling and swelling his rosy cheeks. His little face was puffed like a bladder. His insignificant eyes disappeared, and the little red nose hid itself between his cheeks. His sorrowful voice, his dejected figure, his hopeless words annoyed Klimkov, who said unamiably: “Soon everything will be arranged differently. So there’s no use complaining now.”


    “But in our place they don’t want a different arrangement,” exclaimed Viekov, gesticulating, and stopping in front of Yevsey. “You understand?”


    Yevsey disturbed turned on the chair, desiring to express a thought in his mind, but he was unable to find words, and began to lace his shoes sniffling. “Sasha shouts, ‘Beat them. Show them what liberty is. So that they may,’ he says, ‘ get afraid of it.’ Viakhirev displays revolvers. ‘I’ll shoot,’ he says, ‘straight into the eyes.’ Krasavin is gathering a gang of some sort of people, and also speaks about knives, and hacking people down, and all such things. Chasin is preparing to kill a certain student, because he took his mistress from him. Some other new fellow has come. He’s one-eyed, and smiles all over, and his teeth are knocked out in front. A very terrible face. Sheer savagery, all this.”


    


    Viekov lowered his voice to a whisper, and said mysteriously, “Everyone ought to protect his means of a livelihood. That’s understood — but preferably without murder. Because if we start to kill, then we in turn will be killed, too.”


    Viekov shuddered. He turned his head toward the window, and listened to something. Then he raised his hand, and his face turned pale.


    “What’s the matter?” asked Yevsey.


    A resonant noise hit against the windows in soft uneven blows, as if to open them cautiously and pour itself into the room. Yevsey rose to his feet with a look of inquiry and alarm at Viekov; while Viekov standing at some distance from the window stretched his hand out in order to open it, apparently taking care not to be seen from the street. At the same moment a broad stream of sounds broke in, surrounded the spies, pushed against the door, opened it, and floated into the corridor, powerful, exulting, sturdy.


    “They are rejoicing,” said Viekov quietly, starting.


    “Look out and see what it is,” said Yevsey, hurriedly throwing an overcoat on.


    But Viekov was already looking out, and he began to report what he saw, every minute quickly turning his head from the window to Yevsey. He spoke rapidly and brokenly.


    “The people are marching — red flags — a great many people — countless — of various stations — all mixed up in one crowd — an officer even — and Father Uspensky — without hats — Melnikov with a flag — our Melnikov — look!”


    Yevsey ran to the casement, looked down, and there saw a thick mass of people filling the entire street. In his eyes gleamed a compact mass of faces, which shone like the stars in the Milky Way. Over the heads of the throng waved flags resembling red birds. Klimkov was deafened by the seething noise. In the first row he saw the tall, bearded figure of Melnikov, who held the short pole of the standard in both hands, and waved it. At times the cloth of the flag enveloped his head like a red turban. From under his hat escaped dark strands of hair, which fell on his forehead and cheeks, and mingled with his beard. He was shaggy as a beast. Evidently he was shouting, for his mouth stood wide open.


    “Where are they going?” mumbled Klimkov, turning to his comrade.


    “They are rejoicing,” Viekov repeated, and looked out into the street, leaning his forehead against the glass.


    Both men were silent, attentively watching the motley stream of people. With acute hearing they caught the loud splashings of different exclamations in the deep sea of the din.


    Viekov shook his head.


    “What a power, eh? The people lived each by himself and now suddenly they all move together — what a phenomenon!”


    “They’ve grown wise, it means. They are becoming masters of life,” said Yevsey with a smile. At that moment he actually believed so.


    “And our Melnikov, did you see him?”


    “He always stood up for the people,” Yevsey explained didactically. He left the window, feeling himself near his aim, bold and new.


    “Now everything will go well. No one wants another to order him about. Everyone wants to live according to his needs, quietly, peacefully, with things arranged in a good system,” he said gravely, examining his sharp face in the mirror. He liked his face to-day. It was calm, almost cheerful. Wishing to strengthen the new and pleasant feeling of satisfaction with himself, he reflected on how he might raise himself in the eyes of his comrade. So he announced with an air of mystery, “Do you know, Maklakov has escaped to America?”


    “So?” the spy rejoined indifferently. “What of it? He’s a single man.”


    “Why did I tell him?” Yevsey reproached himself. A feeling of slight alarm and enmity came over him.


    “Don’t speak of this to anybody, please,” he begged Viekov.


    “About Maklakov? Very well — I have to go to the office. Aren’t you going?”


    “No, but we can go out together.”


    On the street Viekov remarked in dismal irritation, speaking in a subdued voice:


    “Stupid people, after all. They ought not to be going about with flags and songs. Now they have once begun to feel themselves in power they ought to ask the authorities straightway to abolish all sorts of politics, to transform everybody into people, both us and the revolutionists, to distribute awards to whom they are due, both on our side and theirs, and to make a strict announcement, ‘All politics strictly prohibited.’ We’ve had enough of hide and seek!”


    Viekov suddenly disappeared around the corner without taking leave of Klimkov. Yevsey walked like a man who to-day has no reason to hasten.


    “I have one hundred and fifty rubles,” he thought. “I have an inclination for business, and I know about it to some extent. In business a man is free. Soon I’ll receive twenty-five rubles more.”


    The people moved about in the street excitedly, all spoke loud, all faces smiled joyously, and the gloomy autumn evening recalled a bright. Easter day. Songs started up, now nearby, now at the end of the street curtained by a grey cloud. Loud shouts quenched the singing.


    “Long live liberty!”


    From everywhere came laughter and the sound of kindly voices. This pleased Klimkov. He politely stepped aside for those who came his way, looking at them approvingly with a light smile of satisfaction, and continued to picture his future in warm colors.


    Two people darted from around the corner, laughing quietly. One of them jostled Yevsey, but immediately pulled off his hat, and exclaimed:


    “Oh, I beg your pardon.”


    “Don’t mention it,” answered Klimkov affably.


    Before Yevsey stood Grokhotov, cleanly shaven, looking as if he had been smeared with ointment. He beamed all over, and his small soft eyes frollicked, running from side to side.


    “Well, Yevsey, I nearly got myself into a mess. If it hadn’t been for my talent — are you acquainted? This is Panteleyev, one of our men.” Grokhotov lost his breath, and spoke in a quick whisper, hurriedly wiping the sweat from his face. “You know I was walking along the Boulevard, when I saw a crowd, with an orator in the center. Well, I went up, and listened. He spoke so — you know — without any restraint at all. So I thought I’d ask who that wise fellow was. I inquired of the man standing next to me. ‘His face is familiar to me,’ says I. ‘Do you know his name?’


    ‘His name is Zimin.’ The words were scarcely out of his mouth when two fellows grabbed hold of me under my arm. ‘People, he’s a spy!’ I couldn’t get in a word before I found myself in the middle of the crowd, and such a press around me — and everybody’s eyes like awls. ‘I’m done for,’ thinks I.”


    “Zimin?” asked Yevsey, disturbed, looking back of him and beginning to walk more rapidly.


    Grokhotov raised his head to the sky, crossed himself, and continued still more hurriedly.


    “Well, the Lord inspired me with an idea. I recovered my presence of mind at once, and shouted out, ‘People, it’s a mistake, absolutely. I’m no spy, but a well-known mimic of celebrated personages and of animal sounds. Wouldn’t you please give me a trial? The men who had seized me shouted, ‘No, he lies; we know him!’ But I had already made a face like the Chief of Police, and called out in his voice, ‘Who gave you per-r-r-mission to hold this meeting?’ And Lord! I hear them laughing already. Well, then I began, I tell you, to imitate everything I know — the governor, the Archpresbyter Izverzhensky, a saw, a little pig, a fly. They roared with laughter. They roared so that the earth trembled under my feet, so help me God. Even the men holding me had to laugh —— a curse on them! — and let me go. They began to clap and applaud. Upon my word, here is Pantaleyev, he can testify, he saw everything.”


    “True,” said Pantaleyev in a hoarse voice. He was a dumpy person with eye-glasses, and wore a sleeveless jacket.


    “Yes, brother, they applauded,” exclaimed Grokhotov in ecstasy. “Now, of course, I know myself; an artist, that’s me. No doubt of it now. I may say I owe my life to my art. What else? It’s very simple. A crowd can’t be taken in by a mere joke.”


    “The people have begun to be trusting,” remarked Pantaleyev pensively and strangely. “Their hearts have greatly softened.”


    “That’s true. See what they’re doing, eh?” Grokhotov exclaimed quietly. Then he added in a whisper. “Everything is above-board now. Everywhere the persons under surveillance, our old acquaintances, are in the very first rank. What does it mean, eh?”


    “Is the joiner’s name Zimin?” Yevsey asked again.


    “Matvey Zimin, case of propaganda work in the furniture factory of Knop,” replied Pantaleyev with stern emphasis.


    “He ought to be in prison,” said Yevsey, dissatisfied.


    Grokhotov whistled merrily.


    “In prison? Don’t you know they let everybody out of prison?”


    “Who?”


    “The people.”


    Yevsey walked a few steps in silence.


    “Did they permit them?”


    “Why, yes.”


    “Why did they do it?”


    “That’s what I say, too. They oughtn’t to have permitted them,” said Pantaleyev. His glasses moved on his broad nose. “What a situation! The authorities do not think about the people at all.”


    “Did they release everybody?” asked Klimkov.


    “Everybody.” Pantaleyev’s hoarse voice was stern, his nostrils dilated. “And there have already been a number of unpleasant encounters. Chasin, for instance, had to threaten to shoot off his revolver, because he was hit in the eye. He was quietly standing off on one side, when suddenly a lady comes up, and cries out, ‘Here’s a spy!’ Inasmuch as Chasin cannot imitate animals, he had to defend himself with a weapon; which isn’t possible for everybody either. Not everybody carries a revolver about with him.”


    “It’s been decided to give all of us revolvers.”


    “Even so no good will come of it. I know positively that a revolver begs of itself to be used. It sets your hand itching.”


    “Good-by,” said Yevsey. “I’m going home.” He walked through small by-streets. When he saw people coming his way, he crossed to the other side, and tried to hide in the shade. The premonition rose and stubbornly grew that he would meet Yakov, Olga, or somebody else of that company.


    “The city is large, there are many people,” he comforted himself. Nevertheless each time he heard steps in front, his heart sank painfully, and his legs trembled, losing their strength.


    “They let them go,” he thought in dismal annoyance. “They didn’t say anything, and let them go. And how about me? It isn’t a matter of indifference to me where they are. Of course not!”


    It was already dark. A solitary lamp was burning in front of the gates of the police station. Just as Yevsey approached it, he heard someone say in a muffled voice:


    “Here, this way, then to the back courtyard.” Yevsey stopped, and peered in alarm into the darkness. The gates were closed, but a dark man stood at the wicket set in one of the heavy swinging doors, apparently awaiting him.


    “Hurry!” The man commanded in a dissatisfied tone.


    Klimkov stopped, crept through the wicket, and went along the dark vaulted corridor under the building to a light feebly flickering, in the depths of the court, where he heard the scraping of feet on the stone, subdued voices, and the familiar repulsive snuffling. Klimkov stopped, listened, turned quietly, and walked back to the gate, raising his shoulders, so as to conceal his face in the collar of his overcoat. He had already reached the wicket, and was about to push it, when it opened of itself, and a man darted through, stumbling and clutching at Yevsey.


    “The devil! Who’s that?”


    “I.”


    “Who?”


    “Yevsey Klimkov.”


    “Aha! Well, show me the way. Why are you standing there? Don’t you recognize me?” Yevsey looked at the hooked nose, the curls behind the ears, the protruding narrow forehead. “I do. Viakhirev,” he said with a sigh.


    “Yes. Come on.”


    Klimkov returned in silence to the courtyard, where his eyes now distinguished many obscure figures looming in the darkness in uneven hillocks, slowly shifting from place to place, like large black fish in dark, cold water. The satiated voice of Solovyov resounded sweetishly:


    “That doesn’t suit me. But catch a girl for me, a little girl, a dainty little girl. I’ll knout her for you.”


    “Always joking, the old devil,” mumbled Viakhirev. “A fitting time for it.”


    “I can’t give beatings, but I like to give lashings. I remember how I used to flog my nephew, gee!”


    From a corner flowed the voice of Sasha, falling incessantly like water dripping from roofs on a rainy day, monotonous as the sound of chants recited in church.


    “Every time you meet those fellows with red flags beat them. First beat the men carrying the flags, the rest will take to flight.”


    “And if they don’t?”


    “You will have revolvers. So that if you see people known to you by their participation in secret societies — those people upon whom you spied in your time — who were released from the prisons to-day by the insubordination of the unbridled mob — kill them outright!”


    “That’s reasonable,” said somebody, whose voice resembled Pantaleyev’s. “Either we, or they.”


    “Of course. How else?”


    “The people have gotten their liberty, but what are we to do?” replied Viakhirev sharply.


    Yevsey walked into a corner, where he leaned against a pile of wood, and looked and listened in perplexity.


    “A body, a little body, a tiny, wee little calf, meat!” the senseless words of Solovyov spread out like a thick, oily spot.


    Dark, heavy walls of unequal height surrounded the court sternly. Overhead slowly floated the clouds. On the walls gleamed the square windows, scattered and dim. Klimkov saw a low porch in one corner of the court, upon which Sasha was standing, his overcoat buttoned to the top, his collar raised, and a low cap thrust on the back of his head. Above him swung a small lamp, whose feeble flame trembled and smoked, as if endeavoring to consume itself as quickly as possible. Behind Sasha’s back was the black stain of the door. A few dark people sat on the steps of the porch at his feet. One, a tall grey person, stood in the doorway.


    “You must understand that you are given the liberty to make war upon the revolutionists,” said Sasha, putting his hands behind his back.


    The air hummed with the scraping of soles on the flagging, with dry metallic raps, and, at times, with subdued voices uttering exclamations and officious advice.


    “Look out! Be more careful!”


    “We’re not allowed to load the revolvers.”


    The vaguely outlined figures in the dark strangely resembled one another — quiet black people scattered over the yard. They stood in compact groups, and listened to the viscid voice of Sasha, rocking and swinging on their feet, as if swayed by powerful puffs of wind. Sasha’s talk drowned all sounds, filling Klimkov’s breast with a dreary cold and acute hatred of the spy.


    “You are given the right to proceed against the rebels in an open fight. Upon you lies the duty to defend the deceived Czar with all possible means. And know that generous rewards await you. Who has not yet received a revolver? Come up here.” Several muffled voices called out:


    “I — me — I.”


    Some persons moved to the porch. Sasha stepped aside, and the grey man squatted down on his heels.


    “Mayn’t I have two?” asked a lugubrious voice.


    “What for?”


    “For a comrade.”


    “Go ‘long!”


    The voices of the spies whom Yevsey knew sounded louder, braver, and jollier than before.


    “I’m not going to do any beating.”


    “We’ve heard that,” the hoarse voice of Pantaleyev sounded rudely.


    “Silence!”


    Someone smacking his lips greedily, complained: “I haven’t enough cartridge. We ought to get a whole boxful.”


    “I set things going in two station-houses to-day,” said Sasha. “I’m tired.”


    “It’ll be interesting to-morrow.”


    “Well, yes.”


    The words and the sounds flashed up before Yevsey’s mind like large sparks illuminating the morrow. They slowly dried up and consumed the hope of a placid life soon to come. He felt with his whole being that out of the darkness surrounding him, from these people about him, advanced a power inimical to his dreams and aims. This power would seize him again, would put him on the old road, would bring him back to the old terror. Hatred of Sasha seethed in his heart, the live, tenacious, yet pliant hatred of the weak, the implacable, sharp, revengeful feeling of a slave who has once been tortured by hope for liberty. He stood there thinking of nothing, in the quick realization that his hopes must inevitably die. He looked at Sasha half closing his eyes, and strained his ears to catch the spy’s every word.


    The men hurriedly departed from the yard in twos and threes, disappearing under the broad archway that yawned in the wall. The light over the head of the spy trembled, turned blue, and went out. Sasha seemed to jump from the porch into a pit, from which he snuffled angrily:


    “To-day seven men of my division of the Safety Department did not show up. Why? Many seem to think it’s a holiday. I won’t tolerate stupidity. Nor laziness either. I want you to know it. I am now going to introduce strict regulations. I am not Filip Filippovich. Who said that Melnikov is going about with a red flag? Who?”


    “I saw him.”


    “With a flag?”


    “Yes. Marching and bawling ‘Liberty!’”


    “Is it you talking, Viakhirev?”


    “Yes, I.”


    Now that the tall body of Sasha had disappeared and mingled with the dark mass of people at the platform, it seemed to Yevsey that he grew in size and spread over the court like a stifling cloud, which imperceptibly floated toward him in the darkness. Yevsey came out of his leaning posture, and walked toward the exit, stepping as on ice, as if fearing he would sink through a hole. But the adhesive voice of Sasha overtook him, pouring a painful cold on the back of his neck.


    “Well, that fool will be the first to slash. I know him.” Sasha laughed a thin howling laugh. “I have a slogan for him, ‘Strike in behalf of the people.’ And who said that Maklakov dropped the service?”


    “He knows everything, the vile skunk,” Yevsey said to himself with a calm that surprised him.


    “I said it. I heard it from Viekov, and he got it from Klimkov.”


    “Viekov, Klimkov, Grokhotov — all trash. I’ll step on the tails of all of them. Parasites, hybrids, lazy good-for-nothings. Is anyone of them here?”


    “Klimkov must be here,” answered Viakhirev. Sasha shouted:


    “Klimkov!”


    Yevsey extended his arm before him, and walked faster. His legs bent under him. He heard Krasavin say:


    “Gone, apparently. You ought not to shout family names.”


    “I beg you not to teach me. I’ll soon destroy all family names and similar stupidities.”


    “It’s you that I’m going to destroy,” Yevsey made the mental threat, gnashing his teeth until they pained him.


    But when he had left the gate behind him, he was seized by the debilitating consciousness of his impotence and nothingness. It was a long time since he had experienced these feelings with such crushing distinctness. He was frightened by their load, and succumbed to their pressure.


    “Maybe it will still be warded off,” he tried to embolden himself. “Maybe he won’t succeed.” But Yevsey did not believe his own thoughts. Without a will of his own he regarded everybody else as equally devoid of will, and he knew that Sasha could easily compel all whom he wanted to compel to submit to his domination.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXVII


    
      
    


    THE next day Yevsey resolved not to leave the house for a long time. He lay in bed looking at the ceiling. The leaden face of Sasha with the dim eyes and the band of red pimples on the forehead floated before him. To-day this face recalled his childhood and the sinister disk of the moon in the mist over the marsh.


    As he lay there, empty, languid, and cold, he gave himself over to grief at his shattered dreams, the dreams that Sasha so easily crushed. His hatred of the spy deepening, he felt himself capable of biting him with his teeth, of gouging out his eyes.


    It occurred to him that some of his comrades might come to fetch him, and he hurriedly left the house, and ran down several streets. Tiring almost immediately he stopped and waited for a car. People passed by in a continuous stream. He scented something new in them to-day, and did violence to himself in examining them closely. Soon he realized that this new thing was the old fear so well known to him. It was the old dread and perplexity. People looked around distrustfully, suspiciously, no longer with the kind expression their eyes had recently worn. Their voices sounded lower, and betrayed anger, resentment, sorrow. Their talk was of the horrible.


    Two persons stationed themselves near Yevsey. One of them, a stout shaven man, asked of the other, who had a large black beard:


    “How many were killed?”


    “Five. Sixteen wounded.”


    “Did the Cossacks shoot?”


    “Yes. A boy was killed, a student at the high school.” Yevsey looked at them, and inquired drily:


    “What for?”


    The man with the black beard shrugged his shoulders, and answered reluctantly in a low voice: “They say the Cossacks were drunk.”


    “Sasha arranged that,” thought Yevsey.


    “And on the Spassky Bridge the mob beat a student, and threw him into the river,” announced the shaven man, drawing a deep breath.


    “What for?” Yevsey asked again.


    “I don’t know. Some sort of patriots.”


    The black-bearded man explained:


    “Since this morning tramps waving tri-colored flags and carrying portraits of the Czar have been marching the streets and beating the decently clad people.”


    “Sasha!” Yevsey repeated to himself.


    “They say it was organized by the police and the Department of Safety.”


    “Of course!” burst from Klimkov. But the next instant he compressed his lips tightly, and glanced sidewise at the black-bearded man. He resolved to go away. But just then the car came along, and as the two men prepared to board it, he thought:


    “I must get on, too, or else they’ll guess I’m a spy. What would they think of a man who waited for a car with them, and then didn’t take it?” The passengers in the car seemed calmer to Yevsey than the pedestrians on the street.


    “After all it’s some sort of concealment, though only behind glass,” was his explanation of the difference, as he listened to the animated conversation in the car.


    A tall man with a bony face said plaintively, spreading his hands:


    “I, too, love and respect the Czar; Pm heartily thankful to him for the manifesto. I’m ready to shout ‘ Hurrah’ as much as you please; and offer up prayers of gratitude. But to smash windows from patriotism and break bones — what’s that?”


    “Such barbarism, beastliness in our age!” said a stout lady. “Oh, those people, how horribly cruel they are!”


    From a corner came a firm assured voice:


    “All the work of the police, no doubt of it!”


    “But what for?”


    All were silent for a minute.


    “I know,” thought Klimkov.


    From the corner came the same assured voice:


    “They’re preparing a counter-revolution in Russian fashion. You just take a close look at those in command of the patriotic demonstrators — disguised police, agents of the Department of Safety.”


    Yevsey heard these words with joy, and furtively regarded the young face. It was dry and clean, with a cartilaginous nose, a small mustache, and a tuft of light hair on a determined chin. The youth sat leaning against the back of his seat in a corner of the car, one leg crossed over the other. He looked at the passengers in the car with a wise glance from his blue eyes, and spoke like a man who masters his words and thoughts and believes in their effectiveness.


    Dressed in a short warm jacket and tall boots, he resembled a workingman, but his white hands and the thin horizontal lines on his forehead betrayed him.


    “Disguised,” thought Yevsey. “Well, let him be disguised. What difference does it make to me?”


    He began to follow the loud firm talk of the fair-haired youth with the greatest attention, looking at his wise, transparent blue eyes and agreeing with him. But suddenly he shuddered, seized with a sharp premonition. On the platform of the car, at the conductor’s side, he saw through the window a pair of narrow drooping shoulders, and the back of a black protruding head. The car jolted, and the familiar figure swayed.


    “Yakov Zarubin!”


    Klimkov utterly dismayed turned his look again upon the blue-eyed youth. He had removed his hat, and he smoothed his wavy hair as he said:


    “As long as our administration has the soldiers in its hands, the police, and the spies, it will not yield the people and society their rights without a fight, without bloodshed. We must remember that.” —


    “It isn’t true, my dear sir,” cried the bony-faced man. “The Czar granted a full constitution. He granted it, yes, so how dare you — ?”


    “But who is arranging the street massacres? And who’s shouting ‘Down with the constitution?’” the young man asked coldly. “You had better take a look at the defenders of the old system. There they go!”


    At that instant the car came to a standstill with a creak, and when the irritating noise of its movement had subsided, the passengers could hear loud turbulent shouts:


    “God save the Czar!”


    “Rrrra-a-h!”


    A pack of boys came running from around the corner in front of the car, and noisily scattered over the street, as if dropped from above. A crowd of people waving three-colored flags over their heads pushed after them like a black wedge in hurried disorder. Alarming shouts filled the air:


    “Hurrah!”


    “Stop, boys!”


    “Down with the constitution!”


    “We don’t want—” —


    “God save the Czar!”


    “Hurrah!”


    The people shoved past one another, gesticulated wildly, and threw their hats in the air. In front of all with his head hanging low like a bull, walked Melnikov, holding a heavy pole from which the national flag floated. His eyes were fastened on the ground. He lifted his feet high, and apparently must have tramped the ground with great force, for at each step his body quivered, and his head shook. His heavy bellow could be heard above the chaos of thinner shouts.


    “We don’t want deception—”


    Behind, a crowd of ragged people, dark and grey, pushed down the street, jumping and twisting their necks. They raised their heads, hands, and arms, looked up to the windows of the houses, jumped on the pavements to knock off the hats of passersby, ran up to Melnikov again, shouted and whistled and seized one another, rolling into a heap. Melnikov waving the flag clanged like a huge bell:


    “Down with the mutinee-e! Down with the impostors! Stop!”


    “Drunk, or what?” thought Klimkov, coldly. “Halt!” Raising his head and the flag on high, the spy commanded: “Sing!”


    From his broad mouth gushed a savage mournful note:


    “Go-o-od—”


    But at that moment excited shouts splashed in the air, disordered and rapacious, like a flock of hungry birds. They clawed the voice of the spy, and covered it with their hasty, greedy mass.


    “Hurrah for the Emperor! Hats off! True Orthodox people — we want the old! Down with treachery I”


    It was quiet in the car. All stood with their hats off, silent, pale, observing the crowd that encircled them like a wavy, dirty ring. But the disguised man did not remove his hat. Yevsey looked at his stern face, and thought:


    “Putting on airs.” And he turned his eyes on the street with a wry smile on his face. He felt very distinctly the nothingness of these restless jumping people. He clearly understood that dark terror was whipping them from within, was pushing and carrying them from side to side. They were fighting, intoxicating themselves with loud shouts, in the desire to prove to themselves that they were afraid of nothing. They ran around the car like a pack of hounds just released from the leash, full of senseless joy, without having had time to free themselves from the customary fear. Apparently they could not make up their minds to traverse the broad bright street. They were unable to gather themselves into one body. They tossed about, roared, and glared around alarmingly, waiting for something.


    Near the car stood a little thin, sharp-bearded muzhik in a torn hat and short fur coat. He held his eyes closed and his face raised on high. His hungry mouth gaped displaying his yellow teeth as he shouted in a thin voice:


    “D-o-o-wn! We don’t want—”


    Tears of fear and excitement ran down his cheeks. His forehead glistened with sweat. Ceasing to shout, he bent his neck and looked around distrustfully. Then he raised his shoulders, and closing his eyes again, yelled once more as if he were being beaten:


    “E-e-enough!”


    “That’s the way I would have become, too,” thought Yevsey to himself. Though the muzhik cut a droll figure, Yevsey was sorry for him and for himself.


    He saw the familiar faces of the janitors, always grim, the large-whiskered visage of the church watchman Klimych, pious and sullen, the hungry eyes of the young hooligans, the astonished expression of timorous muzhiks, and a few creatures who pushed everyone, gave everyone orders, and filled the will-less blind bodies with their will, with their sick ferocity. Yevsey well understood that all these petty people like himself lived in the close captivity of fear, with no strength to tear themselves from its clutches. A powerful person might gain mastery over them; in obedience to the will of a still more powerful person they would overthrow the old receptacle of fear in exchange for a new one. Now, separated by the windows from the mob, he looked at it from aside and above, and his eyes were able to embrace much. Everything was clear to him ad nauseam. Anguish and wrath sucked at his heart.


    Little Yakov Zarubin was twisting and turning in the middle of the crowd like an eel. Now he ran up to Melnikov, pulled his sleeve, and said something to him, nodding his head in the direction of the car.


    Klimkov quickly glanced around at the man in the hat, who had already risen, and was walking to the door, his head lifted high and a frown on his brow. Yevsey stepped after him, but Melnikov jumped to the platform, and blocked the doorway with his large body.


    “Hat off!” he bawled.


    The man faced about abruptly, and walked to the other exit. There he was met by Zarubin, who shouted in a loud voice:


    “Here, this man in a hat! I know him! He makes bombs! Take care, boys!”


    A revolver gleamed in Zarubin’s hand. He swung it as if it were a stone, and thrust it forward. People from the street clambered to the platform, and the passengers pressing to the exits met them face to face. The lady screeched:


    “Take off your hat! Why, man!”


    All screamed, roared, and pressed one another. Their eyes staring insanely, fastened upon the man in the hat.


    “I’m going to shoot! Get away!” the man shouted aloud, advancing upon Zarubin. The spy retreated, but he was pushed in back, and fell to his knees. Supporting himself on the floor with one hand, he stretched out the other. A shot rang out, then another. The windows rattled. For a second all the cries congealed. Then the firm voice said contemptuously:


    “Vile curs!”


    The air and the windows quivered with a third shot, and Zarubin uttered a loud cry:


    “Ugh!” His head struck the floor, as if he were making an obeisance at somebody’s feet. The car became emptier and quieter. Klimkov ensconced in a comer, shrivelled up on his seat, and thought listlessly:


    “I might have been killed.”


    The thought darted by, and disappeared without rousing in the darkness of his soul either fear or joy. He looked around wearily. The man in the hat stood on the platform of the car. Melnikov advanced toward him past Yevsey, and Zarubin lay motionless face downward.


    “I will shoot you down — everyone of you! Get away from here!” the loud, dry cry was heard from the platform.


    But Melnikov stepped across the body of Yakov, seized the fair-haired youth by the waist, and threw him into the street.


    “Beat him down — !” he shouted bluntly in a savage voice.


    Three revolver shots followed in quick succession. The deaf blows clapped. Someone howled in a long-drawn plaintive cry like an infant.


    “Oh, oh, my leg!”


    Another man shouted hoarsely with an effort:


    “Ah, ah! Hit him on the head! Hey, hey!” And a thin hysterical voice pealed in ecstasy:


    “Tear him to pieces, my dear people. Choke him! Enough! Their time is past! Now we’ll give it to them. Now our turn has come—”


    All the cries were suddenly covered by a loud ejaculation full of mournful disdain:


    “Idiots!” —


    Yevsey reeled from weakness in his legs. He walked to the platform, from which he saw a dark heap of people.’ With bent backs, swinging their arms and legs, groaning with the strain of excitement, uttering tired hoarse articulations, they stirred busily on the street, like large shaggy worms, as they dragged over the stones the body of the fair-haired youth, already crushed and tom. They kicked at it, tramped on its face and chest, pulled its hair, its legs and arms, and simultaneously tore him in different directions. Half bare, covered with blood, it flapped against the stones, soft as dough, with each blow losing more and more semblance of a human figure. These people worked over him industriously. The little lean muzhik trying to crush his skull, stepped on it with one foot, and sang out:


    “Aha! Our time has come, too.”


    The work was accomplished. One after the other they left the middle of the street for the pavement. A pockmarked fellow wiped his hands on his short sheepskin overcoat, and asked with the air of a manager, or superintendent:


    “Who took his pistol?”


    Now the voices sounded weary, reluctant. But on the pavement a laugh was heard coming from a small group of people standing next to the lamp-post. An offended voice was discussing hotly:


    “You lie! I was the first. The second he fell I gave him one on the jaw with my boot.”


    “Cabman Mikhailov pounced on him first, then I.”


    “Mikhailov got a bullet in his leg.”


    “If it didn’t hit the bone, it’s all right.”


    These people after tasting blood had apparently grown bolder. They looked around on all sides with unsatiated eyes, with greed, and assured expectation.


    In the middle of the street lay a formless dark heap, from which blood was oozing into the hollows between the stones.


    “That’s the way—” Yevsey thought, looking at the red designs on the paving. In the dark red mist trembling before his eyes appeared the hairy face of Melnikov. His voice was tired and muffled.


    “There, they’ve killed him!”


    “Yes, how quickly!”


    “They killed another one this morning.”


    “What for?”


    “He was speaking. He was standing on the curb addressing the people. Chasin fired into his stomach.”


    “What for?” Yevsey repeated.


    “Those speakers are deceivers — a spurious manifesto — there’s no such thing — all a bluff!”


    “Sasha thought that all out,” said Yevsey quietly, with conviction.


    Melnikov shook his head, and looked at his large hands.


    “Somebody always deceives,” he mumbled in a drunken voice.


    He entered the car, and raised Zarubin lightly, placing him on the bench face up.


    “He’s dead. There’s where it hit him—”


    Yevsey sought the scar on Zarubin’s face that the blow of the bottle had left. He did not find it. Now over the right eye was a little red hole from which Klimkov could not tear his eyes. It absorbed his entire attention, and aroused sharp pity for Yakov.


    


    “Have you a pistol?” asked Melnikov.


    “No.”


    “There, take Yakov’s.”


    “I don’t want to. I don’t need it.”


    “Now everybody needs a pistol,” said Melnikov simply, and slipped the revolver into Yevsey’s overcoat pocket. “Yes, there was a Yakov, now there is no Yakov.”


    “It was I who marked him for death,” thought Yevsey, looking at his comrade’s face.


    Zarubin’s brows were sternly drawn. A look of serious preoccupation gleamed and died away in his dim eyes. His little black mustache bristled on his raised lip. He appeared to be annoyed. His half-open mouth seemed ready to pour forth a rapid torrent of irritated talk.


    “Come,” said Melnikov.


    “And he — how about them?” asked Yevsey, tearing his eyes from Zarubin.


    “The police will take them away. It’s against the law to remove the killed. Let’s go somewhere, and shake ourselves up. I haven’t eaten to-day. I can’t eat — the third day without food. No sleep either.” He sighed painfully, and concluded with somber sang froid. “I should have been killed in Yakov’s place.”


    “Sasha will ruin all,” said Yevsey, through his teeth. “He’ll ruin us all.”


    “Blindness of the soul.”


    They walked along the street without observing anything, and each spoke that with which his own mind was occupied. Both were like drunken men.


    “Where’s the truth?” asked Melnikov, putting his hand forward, as if to test the air.


    “There, you see, two have been killed,” said Yevsey, making an effort to catch an elusive thought.


    “Many people have been killed to-day, I should think. All are blind.”


    “Why did Sasha arrange this?”


    “I don’t love him either.”


    “He’s the one who ought to be killed,” exclaimed Yevsey, with bitter vengefulness.


    Melnikov was silent for a long time. Then he suddenly shook his fist in the air, and said resolutely:


    “Enough! I’ve taken sins enough upon myself. On the other side of the Volga I have an uncle, a very old man. He is all I have in this world. I’ll go to him. He keeps an apiary — when he was young he was tried for forgery.” After another pause of silence the spy laughed quietly.


    “What’s the matter?” asked Yevsey, annoyed. “I’m forgetting everything. My uncle has now been dead for three years.”


    They reached a café known to them. Yevsey stopped at the door, and looked meditatively at the illuminated windows.


    “People again,” he muttered, dissatisfied. “I don’t want to go in there.”


    “Let’s go in. It’s all the same,” said Melnikov, taking him by the arm, and leading him after himself. “It will be tiresome for me to be here alone. Besides I’ve become fearsome. I’m not afraid of being killed if I’m recognized as a spy. It’s just a general feeling of dread.”


    The two men did not enter the room in which their comrades were wont to gather, but took seats in a corner of the common hall, where there were a number of persons, of whom none were drunk, though the talk was noisy and evinced unusual excitement. Klimkov by habit began to listen to the conversations, while the thought of Sasha clung to him, and quietly unfolded itself in his head, stupefied by the impressions of the last days, but freshened by the constant influx of poignant hatred and fear of the spy.


    


    He recalled the sullen face of the dead Zarubin, the mauled body of the fair-haired man. He looked in perplexity at the noisy public, blinking as if half asleep. All was incoherent, as in a nightmare. Melnikov drank tea with no appetite, keeping silent and from time to time stretching himself.


    Not far from them at a table sat three men, apparently clerks with the characteristic speech of the class. They were young and fashionably dressed, with a display of gay necktie. One of them, a curly-headed youth with a tanned face spoke excitedly, his dark eyes flashing.


    “They utilize the ferocity of hungry ragged rowdies, by which they want to prove to us that liberty is impossible because of the many barbarians such as these. However — permit me — savages did not show themselves for the first time yesterday. There have always been such, and justice has always been able to cope with them; they could be held under fear of the law. Then why are they permitted to perpetrate every sort of outrage and bestiality to-day?” He looked around the hall with the air of a victor, and answered his question with hot conviction. “Because they want to point out to us, ‘You are for freedom, ladies and gentlemen, well here you have it. Freedom for you means murder, robbery, and all kinds of mob violence.”


    “Do you hear?” demanded Yevsey, triumphantly. “Isn’t that Sasha’s scheme?” The hot voice of the orator roused in his soul the quiet smouldering hope. “Maybe Sasha won’t conquer.”


    Melnikov looked at him sullenly, without replying.


    The curly-headed man rose from the chair, and continued waving a glass of wine in his hand.


    “It’s not true, and I protest. Honest people want liberty, not in order to crush one another, but in order for each to be protected against the prevailing violence of our lawless life. Liberty is the goddess of reason. They have drunk enough of our blood. I protest. Long live liberty!” The public raised a cheer, and sprang to their feet.


    Melnikov looked at the curly-headed orator, and muttered:


    “What a fool!”


    “He speaks truly,” rejoined Yevsey, angrily.


    “How do you know?” asked the spy indifferently, and began to drink the beer in slow gulps.


    Yevsey wanted to tell this heavy man that he himself was a fool, a blind beast, whom the cunning and cruel masters of his life had taught to hunt people down. But Melnikov raised his head, and looking into Klimkov’s face with dark eyes terribly widened, said in a sounding whisper:


    “I’m afraid for this reason: when I was in prison an incident happened there—”


    “Hold on,” said Yevsey, “I want to listen.”


    A thin voice which drilled the ear, pierced triumphantly through the soft mass of sounds.


    “Did you hear? He says a goddess, yet we Russian people have only one goddess, the Holy Mother of God, the Virgin Mary. That’s how those curly-headed youngsters speak!”


    “Out with him!”


    “Silence!”


    “No, if you please. If there’s liberty, everyone has a right—”


    “You see? The curly-headed youngsters walk the streets, beat the people who rise up to maintain the Czar’s truth against treachery, while we Russians, the True Orthodox, don’t dare even to speak. Is this liberty?”


    “They’ll fight,” said Klimkov, starting to tremble. “Somebody will be killed. I’m going.”


    “What a peculiar fellow you are! Well, let’s go. The devil take them! What are they to you?” Melnikov flung the money on the table, and moved toward the exit, his head bowed low, as if to conceal his conspicuous face. On the street in the dark and the cold, he began to speak in a subdued voice:


    “When I was in prison — it was on account of a certain foreman, who was strangled in our factory — I was hauled up, too. They told me I would get hard labor. Everybody said it, first the coroner, then the gendarmes joined in. I got frightened. I was still young, and I didn’t take to the idea of hard labor. I used to cry.” He coughed a clapping cough, and slackened his pace. “Once the assistant overseer of the prison, Aleksey Maksimych, a good little old man, came in to me.


    He loved me. He grieved for me all the time. ‘Ah,’ says he, ‘Liapin,’ — my real name is Liapin—’ Ah,’ says he, ‘brother, I’m sorry for you. You are such an unfortunate fellow—”


    Melnikov’s speech unfolded itself like a soft band upon which Klimkov quietly let himself down, as upon a narrow path leading down into the darkness, into something terrible and awesomely interesting.


    “He comes and says he, ‘Liapin, I want to save you for a good life. Yours is a hard-labor case, but you can escape it. The only thing you need to do is to execute a man. He was sentenced for political assassination. He will be hanged according to law in the presence of a priest, will be given a cross to kiss, so that you needn’t be uneasy about it.’ I say, ‘Why not? If with the consent of the authorities, and if I’m to be pardoned, I’ll hang him. Only I can’t.’ — , ‘We’ll teach you,’ says he. ‘We have a man who knows how, but he’s stricken with paralysis, and can’t do it himself.’ Well for a whole evening they taught me. It was in a deep dungeon. We stuffed a sack with rags, tied it with a string, so as to make a neck. Then I pulled it up on a hook. I learned how to do the business. Early in the morning they gave me half a bottle to drink, led me out into the yard with soldiers carrying guns. I see a gallows has been erected, and various officers before it. They are all muffled up and shrivelled. It was autumn then, too, November. I ascended the scaffolding, and the boards shook, creaked under my feet like teeth. This made me feel uncomfortable, and I said ‘Give me more whiskey. I’m afraid.’ Then they brought him—”


    Melnikov again began to cough dully, and clutched at his throat. Yevsey pressed up to him, trying to keep step with him. He kept his eyes fastened on the ground, not daring to look either to the front or the side.


    “I see a young powerful fellow. He stands firm, and all the time keeps stroking his head from his forehead back to his neck. I began to put the face-cloth on him. I must have pulled or pinched him in some way, and he tells me quietly without anger, ‘Be more careful, brother.’ Yes. The priest gave him the cross, and he says, ‘Don’t disturb yourself. I’m not a believer.’ His face was so — as if he knew everything that would be after death, and now and to-morrow and always, knew it for certain. Somehow I strangled him, shaking all over. My hands grew numb, my legs would not hold me. I felt horrible on account of him — he was so calm about it all — a master over death.” Melnikov was silent, looked around, and began to walk more quickly.


    “Well?” asked Yevsey in a whisper.


    “Well, I strangled him. That’s all. Only ever since, when I see or hear that a man has been killed, I recollect him — always. In my opinion he was the only man who knew the truth. That was why he was not afraid. And the main thing is, he knew what would be to-morrow — which no one knows. I tell you what, Yevsey, come to me to sleep, eh? Come, please.”


    “All right,” said Yevsey quietly.


    He was glad of the offer. He could not walk to his room alone — along the streets in the darkness. He felt a tightness in his breast and a heavy pressure on his bones, as if he were creeping under ground, arid the earth were squeezing his back, his chest, his sides, and his head: while in front of him gaped a deep pit, which he could not escape, into which he must soon descend — a silent bottomless abyss down which he would drop endlessly.


    “That’s good,” said Melnikov. “I would feel bored alone.”


    “If you would kill Sasha—” Yevsey advised him sadly.


    “There you are!” Melnikov fended off the idea. “What do you think — that I love to kill? They asked me twice again to hang people, a woman and a student. I declined. I might have had two to remember instead of one. The killed appear again. They come back.”


    “Often?”


    “Sometimes, sometimes not. When often, it’s every night. How can you defend yourself against them? I can’t pray to God. I’ve forgotten my prayers. Have you?”


    “I remember mine.”


    They entered a court, and were long in penetrating to its depths, stumbling as they walked over boards, stones, and rubbish. Then they descended a flight of steps, which Klimkov, feeling the walls with his hands, thought would never come to an end. When he found himself at last in the lodging of the spy, and had examined it in the light of the lamp, he was amazed to see the mass of gay pictures and paper flowers with which the walls were almost entirely covered. Melnikov at once became a stranger in this comfortable little room, with a broad bed in a corner behind white curtains.


    “All this was contrived by the woman with whom I lived,” said Melnikov, starting to undress. “She ran away, the hussy! A gendarme, a quartermaster, decoyed her. I can’t understand it. He’s a grey-haired widower, while she’s young and greedy for a male. Nevertheless she went away. The third one that’s left me already. Come, let’s go to bed.”


    They lay side by side in the same bed, which rocked under Yevsey like a tossing sea, and all the time descended lower and lower. His heart sank with it. The spy’s words laid themselves heavily upon his breast.


    “One was Olga.”


    “What!”


    “Olga. Why?”


    “Nothing.”


    “A little one, thin and jolly. She used to hide my hat, or something else, and I would say, ‘Olga, where’s my hat?’ And she would say, ‘Look for it. You’re a spy.’ She liked to joke, but she was a loose woman. I hardly had my head turned, before she was with somebody else. I was afraid to beat her. She was frail. Still I pulled her hair. You’ve got to do something.”


    “Lord!” quietly exclaimed Klimkov. “What am I going to do?”


    His comrade was silent for a while, then said dully and slowly: —


    “That’s the way I howl, too, sometimes.” Klimkov buried his head in the pillow, compressing his lips tightly, to restrain the stubborn need to utter cries and complaints.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXVIII


    
      
    


    YEVSEY awoke with a certain secret resolution, which held his bosom as with a broad invisible belt. It stifled him. The ends of this band, he felt, were held by some insistent being, who obstinately led him on to an inescapable something. He harkened to this desire and tested it carefully with an awkward, timorous thought. At the same time he did not want it to define itself.


    Melnikov dressed and washed, but uncombed, was sitting at the table next to the samovar, munching his bread lazily like an ox.


    “You sleep well,” he said. “I drowsed a little, then awoke, while it was still night, and suddenly saw a body beside me. I remembered that Tania wasn’t here, but I had forgotten about you. Then it seemed to me that that person was lying there. He came and lay down — wanted to warm himself. Melnikov laughed a stupid laugh, which, apparently, embarrassed him the next instant. “However, it’s not a joke. I lighted a match and looked at you. It’s my idea you’re not well. Your face is blue like—” He broke off with a cough, but Yevsey guessed the unspoken word, and thought gloomily:


    “Rayisa, too, said I would choke myself.”


    


    The thought frightened him, clearly alluding to something he did not want to remember. Then he tried insistently to evoke some desire which might help him to befool himself, to conceal the unavoidable, that which had already been determined.


    “What time is it?” he asked.


    “Eleven.”


    “Early still.”


    “Early,” confirmed the host, and both were silent. Then Melnikov proposed:


    “Let’s live together, eh?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “What?”


    “What will happen,” said Yevsey, after reflecting a moment.


    “Nothing will happen. You’re a quiet fellow. You speak little, neither do I like to speak always. If it’s tiresome I speak, or else I keep quiet all the time. When you ask about something, one says one thing, another says another thing, and a third, still another. Well, the devil take you, think I. You have a whole lot of words, but none that are true.”


    “Yes,” said Yevsey for the sake of answering.


    “Something must be done,” he thought in selfdefense. Suddenly he resolved, “At first I will — Sasha—” But he did not wish to represent to himself what would be afterward. “Where are we going to go?” he inquired of Melnikov.


    “To the office,” Melnikov replied with unconcern.


    “I don’t want to,” declared Yevsey drily and firmly.


    Melnikov combed his beard for a time in silence. Then he shoved the dishes from him, and placing his elbows on the table, said meditatively in a subdued voice:


    “Our service has become hard. All have begun to rebel, but who are the real rebels here? Make it out, if you can.”


    “I know who’s the first scoundrel and skunk,” muttered Klimkov.


    “Sasha you mean?” inquired Melnikov. Yevsey gave no reply. He was quietly beginning to devise a plan of action. Melnikov started to dress, sniffing loudly.


    “So we’re going to live together?”


    “Yes.”


    “Are you going to bring your things to-day?”


    “I don’t know.” —


    “Will you sleep here tonight?”


    After some reflection Yevsey said:


    “Yes.”


    When the spy had gone, Klimkov jumped to his feet, and looked around frightened, quivering under the stinging blows of suspicion.


    “He locked me in, and went to tell Sasha. They’ll come soon to seize me. I must escape through the window.”


    He rushed to the door. It was not locked. He calmed himself, and said with heat, as if convincing somebody:


    “Well, is it possible to live this way? You don’t believe anybody — there is nobody—”


    He sat long behind the table without moving, straining his mind, employing all his cunning to lay a snare for the enemy without endangering himself. Finally he hit upon a plan. He must in some way lure Sasha from the office to the street, and walk with him. When they would meet a large crowd of people, he would shout:


    “This is a spy, beat him!” And probably the same thing would happen as had happened to Zarubin and the fair-haired young man. If the people would not turn upon Sasha as seriously as they had yesterday upon the disguised revolutionist, Yevsey would set them an example. He would fire first, as Zarubin had. But he would hit Sasha. He would aim at his stomach.


    Klimkov felt himself strong and brave, and made haste to leave. He wanted to do the thing at once. But the recollection of Zarubin hindered him, knotting up the poverty-stricken simplicity of his contrivance. He involuntarily repeated his notion. “It was I who marked him for death.” He did not reproach, he did not blame, himself. Yet he felt that a certain thread bound him to the little black spy, and he must do something to break the thread.


    “I didn’t say good-by to him — and where will I find him now?”


    On putting on his overcoat, he was gladdened to feel the revolver in his pocket. Responding to a fresh influx of power and resolution, he walked out into the street with a firm tread.


    But the nearer he got to the Department of Safety the more did his bold mood melt and fade away. The feeling of power became dissipated, and when he saw the narrow dull alley at the end of which was the dusky, three-storied building, he suddenly felt an invincible desire to find Zarubin, and take leave of him.


    “I insulted him,” he explained his desire to himself, embarrassed and quickly turning aside from his aim. “I must find him.”


    At the same time he vaguely felt he could not escape from that which seized his heart and pressed him, drew him on after itself, and silently indicated the one issue from the terrible entanglement.


    The problem of the day, the resolve to destroy Sasha, did not hinder the growth of the dark and evil power which filled his heart, while the sudden wish to find the body of the little spy instantly became an insurmountable obstacle to the carrying out of his plan.


    He fed this desire artificially, in the fear that it, too, would disappear. He rode about in cabs to police stations for a number of hours, taking the utmost pains in his inquiries regarding Zarubin, When at last he found out where the body was, it was too late to visit it, and he returned home secretly pleased that the day had come to an end.


    Melnikov did not put in appearance at his lodging. Yevsey lay alone the whole night, trying not to stir. At each movement of his the canopy over the bed rocked. An odor of dampness was wafted in his face, the bed creaked a tune; he felt stifled, nauseated, and timorous. Taking advantage of the stillness the vile mice ran about, and the rustling sounds they made tore the thin net of Yevsey’s thoughts of Zarubin and Sasha. The interruptions displayed to him the dead, calm, expectant emptiness of his environment, with which the emptiness of his soul insistently desired to blend.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXIX


    
      
    


    EARLY in the morning he was already standing in the corner of a large yard at a yellow hovel with a cross over the roof. A grey humpbacked watchman said as he opened the door:


    “There are two of them here. One was recognized, the other not. The unidentified one will soon be taken to the grave.”


    Then Yevsey saw the sullen face of Zarubin. The only change it had undergone was that it had grown a little blue. The small wound in place of the scar had been washed, and had turned black. The little alert body was naked and clean. It lay face upward, stretched like a cord, with the tanned hands folded over the bosom, as if Zarubin were sullenly asking:


    “Well, what?”


    Beside him lay the other dark body, all rent, swollen, with red, blue, and yellow stains. Someone had covered its face with blue and white flowers. But under them Yevsey could see the bones of the skull, a tuft of hair glued together with blood, and the torn shell of the ear.


    Leaning his hump against the wall, the old man said:


    “This one cannot be recognized. He has almost no head. Yet he was identified. Two ladies came yesterday with these flowers and covered up human outrage. As for the other one, he’s remained unidentified.”


    “I know who he is,” said Yevsey firmly. “He’s Yakov Zarubin. He served in the Department of Safety.”


    The watchman looked at him, and shook his head in negation.


    “No, it’s not he. The police told us he was Zarubin, and our office inquired of the Department of Safety, but it appeared it wasn’t he.”


    “But I know,” Yevsey exclaimed quietly, in an offended tone.


    “In the Department of Safety they said, ‘We don’t know such a person. A man by that name never served here.’”


    “It’s not true,” exclaimed Yevsey, grieved and dum founded.


    Two young fellows came in from the court, one of whom asked the watchman:


    “Which is the unidentified man?”


    The humpback pointed his finger at Zarubin, and said to Yevsey:


    “You see?”


    Klimkov walked out into the court, thrust a coin into the watchman’s hand, and repeated with impotent stubbornness:


    “It’s Zarubin, I tell you.”


    “As you please,” said the old man, shrugging his hump. “But if it is so, others would have recognized him. An agent came here yesterday in search of someone who had been killed. He didn’t recognize your man either, though why shouldn’t he admit it if he did?”


    “What agent?”


    “A stout man, bald, with an amiable voice.”


    “Solovyov,” guessed Yevsey, observing dully that Zarubin’s body was being laid in a white unpainted coffin.


    “It doesn’t go in,” mumbled one of the fellows. “Bend his legs, the devil!”


    “The lid won’t close.”


    “Sidewise, lay him in sidewise, eh?”


    “Don’t make such a fuss, boys,” said the old man calmly.


    The fellow who held the head of the body snuffled, and said:


    “It’s a spy, Uncle Fiodor.”


    “A dead man is nobody,” observed the humpback didactically, walking up to them. The fellows grew silent, continuing to squeeze the springy tawny body into the narrow short coffin.


    “You fools, get another coffin,” said the humpback, angrily.


    “It’s all the same,” said one, and the other added grimly, “He’s not a great gentleman.” Yevsey left the court carrying in his soul a bitter humiliating feeling of insult in behalf of Zarubin. Behind him he clearly heard the humpback say to the men as they bore off the body:


    “Something wrong there, too. He came here, and says ‘I know him.’ Maybe he knows all about this affair.”


    The two men answered almost simultaneously: “Seems to be a spy, too.”


    “What’s the difference to us?”


    Klimkov quickly jumped into a cab, and shouted to the driver:


    “Hurry!”


    “Where to?”


    Yevsey answered quietly and not at once:


    “Straight ahead.”


    The insulting thoughts dully knocked in his head.


    “They bury him like a dog — no one wants him — and me, too—”


    The streets came to meet him. The houses rocked and swayed, the windows gleamed. People walked noisily, and everything was alien.


    “To-day Pm going to make an end of Sasha. I’ll go there at once and shoot him.” In a moment he was already compelled to persuade himself: “It’s got to be done. As for me, nothing matters to me any more.”


    Dismissing the cabman he walked into a restaurant, to which Sasha came less frequently than to the others. He stopped in front of the door of the room where the spies gathered.


    “The instant I see him, I’ll shoot him,” he said to himself.


    He knocked at the door tremulously, and felt the revolver in his hand. His soul was congealed in cold expectation.


    “Who’s there?” asked someone on the other side of the door.


    “I.”


    The door was opened a little. In the chink flashed the eyes and reddish little nose of Solovyov.


    “Ah-h-h!” he drawled in amazement. “There was a rumor that you had been killed.”


    “No, I have not been killed,” Klimkov responded sullenly, removing his coat.


    “I see. Lock the door. They say you went with Melnikov—”


    Solovyov was thoroughly masticating a piece of ham; which interfered with his articulation. His greasy lips smacked slowly and let out the unconcerned words, “So, it isn’t true that you went with Melnikov?”


    “Why isn’t it true?”


    “Why, here you are alive, and he’s in bad shape. I saw him yesterday.”


    “Where?”


    The spy named the hospital from which Yevsey had just come.


    “Why is he there?” Klimkov inquired apathetically.


    “That is it: a Cossack struck him a sabre blow on the head, and the horses trampled him. It’s not known how it happened, or why. He’s unconscious. The physicians say he won’t recover.”


    Solovyov poured some sort of green whiskey into a glass, held it up to the light, and examined it with screwed-up eyes. After which he drank it, and asked:


    “Where are you hiding yourself?”


    “I’m not hiding.”


    “You have been hiding all the same.”


    A plate fell to the floor in the corridor. Yevsey started. He remembered he had forgotten to remove the revolver from his overcoat pocket. He rose to his feet.


    “Sasha is fuming at you.”


    Before Yevsey’s eyes swam the sinister red disk of the moon surrounded by a cloud of ill-smelling lilac-colored mist. He recalled the snuffling, ever-commanding voice, the yellow fingers of the bony hands.


    “Won’t he come here?”


    “I don’t know. Why?”


    Solovyov’s face wore a sleek expression. Apparently he was very well satisfied with something. In his voice sounded the careless affability of an aristocrat. All this was repulsive to Yevsey. Incoherent thoughts tossed about in his mind, one breaking the other off.


    “You are all rascals — sorry for Melnikov — so this obese fellow didn’t want to recognize Yakov — why?”


    “Did you see Zarubin?”


    “That’s who?” asked Solovyov, raising his brows.


    “You know. He lay in the hospital there. You saw him.”


    “Yes, yes, yes. Of course I saw him.”


    “Why didn’t you say there that you knew him?” Yevsey demanded sternly.


    The old spy reared his bald head, and exclaimed in astonishment with a sarcastic expression:


    “W-w-w-hat?”


    Yevsey repeated the question, but this time in a milder tone.


    “That’s not your business, my dear fellow. I want you to know that. But I’m sorry for your stupidity, so I’ll tell you, we have no need for fools, we don’t know them, we don’t comprehend them, we don’t recognize them. You are to understand that, now and forever, for all your life. Remember what I say, and tie your tongue with a string.”


    The little eyes of Solovyov sparkled cold as two silver coins, his voice bespoke evil and cruelty. He shook his short thick fingers at Yevsey. His greedy bluish lips were drawn sullenly. But he was not horrible.


    “It’s all the same,” thought Yevsey. “They are all one gang — they all ought to be—”


    He darted to his overcoat, snatched the revolver from the pocket, aimed at Solovyov, and shouted dully:


    “Well!”


    The old man crawled from his chair, and grovelled on the floor, looking like a large heap of dirt. He seized the leg of the table with one hand, and stretched the other toward Yevsey.


    “Don’t — you mustn’t,” he muttered in a loud whisper. “My dear sir, don’t touch me.”


    Klimkov pressed the trigger more tightly, more tightly. His head chilled with the effort, his hair shook.


    “I will go away — Pm going to get married to-morrow — I’ll go away — for always — I’ll never—” His heavy cowardly words rustled and crept in the air. Grease glistened on his chin, and the napkin over his bosom quivered.


    The revolver did not shoot. Yevsey’s finger pained, and horror took powerful possession of him from head to foot, impeding his breath.


    “I can give you money,” Solovyov whispered more quickly. “I will tell nothing — I will keep quiet — always — I understand—”


    Klimkov raised his hand and flung the revolver at the spy. Then he caught up his overcoat, and ran off. Two feeble shouts overtook him:


    “Ow, ow!”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXX


    
      
    


    THE shrieks stuck to Yevsey, to the back of his neck, like leeches. They filled him with insane horror, and drove him on, on, and on. Behind him a crowd of people were gathering, it seemed to him, noiselessly, their feet never touching the ground. They ran after him stretching out scores of long clutching hands, which reached his neck, and touched his hair. They played with him, mocked him, disappearing and reappearing. He took cabs, rode for a while, jumped out, ran along the streets, and rode again. For the crowd was near him all the time unseen, yet so much the more horrible.


    He felt more at ease when he saw before him the dark patterned wall of bare boughs, which stretched to meet him. He dived into the thicket of trees, and walked in between them, strangely moving his hands behind his back, as if to draw the trees together more compactly behind him. He descended into a ravine, seated himself on the cold soil, and rose again. Then he walked the length of the ravine, breathing heavily, perspiring, drunk with fear. Soon he saw an opening between the trees. He listened carefully, noiselessly advanced a few steps further, and looked. In front of him stretched the earthwork of a railroad, beyond which rose more trees. These were small and far-between. Through the network of their branches shone the grey roof of a building.


    He walked back quickly up the channel of the ravine, to where the woods were thicker and darker.


    “They’ll catch me,” the cold assurance pushed him on. “They’ll catch me — they must be looking for me already — they’re running.”


    A soft ringing sound strayed through the woods. It came from anear, and shook the thin branches, which swayed in the dusk of the ravine, filling the air with their rustle. Under his feet crackled thin ice, which covered the grey dried-out little pits of the bed of a stream with white skin.


    Klimkov sat down, bent over, and put a piece of ice in his mouth. The next instant he jumped to his feet, and clambered up the steep slope of the ravine. Here he removed his belt and suspenders, and began to tie them together, at the same time carefully examining the branches over his head.


    “I don’t have to take my overcoat off,” he reflected without self-pity. “The heavier, the quicker.”


    He was in a hurry, his fingers trembled, and his shoulders involuntarily rose, as if to conceal his neck. In his head a timorous thought kept knocking.


    “I won’t have time. I’ll be too late.”


    A train passed along the edge of the woods.


    The trees hummed in displeasure, and the ground quivered. The white vapor threaded its way between the branches. It stole through the air, and melted away, as though to get a look at this man, and then disappear from his eyes.


    Titmice came flying and whistling boldly. They gleamed in the dark nets of the branches, and their quick bustle hastened the movements of Yevsey’s cold and disobedient fingers.


    He made a slipknot in the strap, threw it over a branch, and tugged at it. It was firm. Then, just as hurriedly, he began to make a slipknot in his suspenders, which he had twisted into a braid. When everything was ready, he heaved a sigh.


    “Now I ought to say my prayers.”


    But no prayer came to him. He thought for a few seconds. The words flashed up, but were instantly extinguished, without forming themselves into a prayer.


    “Rayisa knew my fate,” he recalled unexpectedly.


    Thrusting his head into the noose, he said quietly, simply, and without a quiver in his breast:


    “In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost—”


    He pushed the ground with his feet, and jumped into the air, doubling his legs under him. There was a painful tug at his ears, a strange inward blow hit his head, and stunned him. He fell. His entire body struck the hard earth, turned over, and rolled down the declivity. His arras caught in the roots of trees, his head knocked against trunks. He lost consciousness.


    When he recovered his senses, he found himself sitting at the bottom of the ravine, the torn suspenders dangling over his breast. His trousers were burst, his scratched, blood-stained knees looked through the cloth pitifully. His body was a mass of pain, especially his neck; and the cold seemed to be flaying his skin. Throwing himself on his back Yevsey looked up the incline. There under a white birch branch the strap swung in the air like a thin serpent, and lured him to itself.


    “I can’t,” he said to himself in despair. “I can’t — nothing — I don’t know how.”


    He began to cry fine tears of impotence and insult. He lay with his back on the ground, and through his tears saw over him the one-toned dim sky, streaked by the dry designs of the dark branches.


    He lay for a long time muffled in his overcoat, suffering from cold and pain. Without his willing it, his strange senseless life passed before him like a chain of smoke-dark rings. It passed by him impetuously. It trampled pitilessly upon his half-dead soul, crushing it finally with heavy blows, which prevented one spark of hope from glimmering in his heart. It pressed him to the ground A dismal chord hummed and trembled brokenly in his breast. Its lugubrious song spread through his bones. His little dry body, quivering with a sickly tremor, shrivelled up in the cold of the twilight into a shelterless heap, pressed itself more and more closely to the ground, so firm and so powerful.


    Trains passed the woods several times, filling it with a creaking and rumbling, with clouds of steam and rays of light. The rays glided by the trunks of the trees, as if feeling them, as if in search of somebody there. Then they hastily disappeared, quick, trembling, and cold.


    When they found Yevsey and touched him, he raised himself to his feet with difficulty, and plunged into the obscurity of the woods in pursuit of them. He stopped at the edge, and leaned against a tree, waiting and listening to the distant angry hum of the city. It was already evening, the sky had grown purple. Over the city quietly flared a dim red. The lights were being kindled to meet the night.


    From a distance sprang up a howling noise and a drone. The rails began to sing and ring. A train was passing over them, its red eyes twinkling in the twilight. And the dusk quickly sailed after it, growing ever thicker and darker. Yevsey went to the roadbed as fast as he could, sank on his knees, then laid his side across the road, with his back to the train, and his neck upon the rail.


    He enveloped his head closely in the skirts of his overcoat.


    For some seconds it was pleasant to feel the burning contact of the iron. It appeased the pain in his neck, but the rail trembled and sang louder, more alarmingly. It filled his whole body with an aching groan. The earth, too, now quivered with a fine tremor, as if swimming away from under his body and pushing him from itself.


    The train rolled heavily and slowly, but the clang of its couplings, the even raps of the wheels upon the joinings of the rails were already deafening. Its snorting breath pushed Klimkov in the back. Everything round about him and with him shook in tempestuous agitation, and tore him from the ground.


    He could wait no longer. He jumped to his feet, ran along the rails, and shouted in a high screech:


    “I am guilty — I will — everything — I will, I will!”


    Along the smoothly polished metal of the rails darted reddish rays of light, outstripping Klimkov. They glared more and more fiercely. Now glowing strips to each side of him ran impetuously into the distance, directing his course.


    “I will—” he yelled, waving his hands.


    Something hard and wide struck his back. He fell across the sleepers between the red cords of rail, and the harsh iron rumble crushed his feeble screams.


    
      

    

  


  
    A CONFESSION
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    Translated by Rose Strunsky


    
      
    


    First appearing in 1908, A Confession immediately caused controversy due to Gorky expressing his belief in a motion he called ‘God-building’. It was an attempt by the author to reconcile ideas of religion, or God, with Marxism. It was a doctrine advocating that religion could be built and found immediately by discovering God within the ‘people’. The reaction from some Marxists was to completely ridicule the work and author, while others that had previously enthusiastically received his literary output, were cautious and muted in their praise for A Confession. One communist who was particularly infuriated by the notion of ‘God-building’ was Lenin; in correspondence to Gorky he vented that even any ‘flirtation’ with religion or God was the most ‘dangerous foulness’ and the worst type of infection. He believed that any type of ‘God-building’ was ‘self-humiliation’ of the vulgar petty bourgeois’ and something which offered absolutely nothing of worth to the proletariat. In order to appease Lenin, Gorky distanced himself from the work and became more muted in his belief in ‘God-building’, although he did not renounce the philosophy.


    After the 1917 revolution the novel quickly fell into relative obscurity as the Bolsheviks fiercely suppressed any works promoting religion and communism as remotely compatible. While some Marxists were greatly disappointed with the work, Gorky suddenly caught the attention of a section of critics and artists with a religious persuasion and they praised the novel; although he also received heavy criticism from members of the intelligentsia and the Russian Orthodox Church for committing heresy and proposing an idea that might engage and politicise the masses.


    In A Confession, Gorky once again depicts a hero searching for something, a truth, philosophy, or way to live and understand the world. The work explores how the protagonist, Matvei, comes to the realisation of the power, and miracle-like wonders that can be achieved from this ‘God-building’. He supports collective action and the belief in human potential when the ‘people’ are connected to each other by strong bonds. Though the overtly religious nature of the work was a departure from the author’s previous novels, the hard-hitting issues of injustice, hypocrisy, exploitation and the general degradation of human life are present, which were so central in the author’s previous works. Gorky emphasises the need for the ‘people’ to come together and the responsibilities that each person has towards another.
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    Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov — Lenin (1870-1924), the communist revolutionary, politician and political theorist, was angered by Gorky’s novel ‘A Confession’.
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    Gorky, close to the time of publication


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    INTRODUCTION


    
      
    


    To me Gorky has never suffered from that change it has become so fashionable for young Russia to mourn.


    “Since he has begun to give us doctrines, he has lost all his art,” they say and shake their heads, “We can get all the doctrines we want from the platform of the Social Democratic party or from the theorists of the Social Revolutionaries — why go to Gorky? Or if it is a philosophy of life that we seek, have we not always Tolstoi, who is greater, truer and has more consummate art? Why does he not write again a Foma Gordyeeff, or an Orloff and His Wife, or a Konovaloff!”


    I re-read Foma Gordyeeff, Orloff and His Wife, Konovaloff and so on, and read also Mother, The Spy, In Prison, and the little fables with a purpose so sadly decried, and I see nothing there but the old Gorky writing as usual from the by-ways of life as he passes along on the road. The road has lengthened and widened in the twenty-five years of his wandering, that is all. Russia has changed and grown and passed through deep-stirring experiences from the year 1890, when Gorky first published his immortal story of Makar Chudra, to her present moment of titanic struggle in the World War — the beginning of the year 1916.


    Russia’s changes were Gorky’s changes. He first flung his type of hero, the people from the lowest of the low — water-rats, tramps, petty thieves — into a discouraged, disappointed and hopeless Russia. It was a Russia that had almost decided that there were no more people, that they were without courage, that the misery and degradation in which they lived was there because of their own inefficiency, their lack of idealism, their incapacity to grasp an idea and to strike and fight for it.


    The Russia that thought this and the Russia that Gorky awakened from its torpor by introducing to it again the people it had almost learned to scorn, showing them with a capacity of understanding ideas, with deep emotions and great courage, was the Russia that had settled back in bitter disappointment after the sad failure of the Revolutionary movement of the eighties.


    Like an eddying pool, the generations in Russia have risen to the surface, made their protest against the anachronism of autocracy and despotism, and then subsided back again into the still and inert waters of the nation. But each rising generation has made a wider and wider eddy, coming ever from a greater depth. Thus in 1825 it was merely a small group of military officers, who having learned from the Napoleonic campaigns that there were such things as constitutional law and order, that liberty and freedom were truths to fight for, broke out in revolt in Petrograd in December of that year only to be immediately crushed. Five of the leaders were hanged, and the rest, intellectuals and writers among them, were sent to Siberia.


    The loss of the élite of Russia, despite the names of Pushkin and Lermontoff which graced that period, made great inroads in the intellectual life of the country. But in the fifties and sixties the seeming quiet was broken into by a new restlessness. This time the student youth, the young sons and daughters of the landlords and the nobles, became inspired by a passion for learning, for new conceptions of education, for new liberties of the people, for the abolition of serfdom and for a Pan-Slavism that would be democratic. It was then that the women left their homes to seek higher education and to enter new fields of work. They had to break with family tyranny which was fostered by tradition and the State, their men comrades standing valiantly by, helping them to make escapes, going through the forms of mock marriage, and conducting them safely to that Mecca of learning for the Russian youth — the medical school of Geneva. It was in this way that Sonya Kovalevsky, who later became the famous mathematician in the University of Stockholm, made her escape into the world, and the untold other heroines of Russia who were soon to return educated, free, and fired with a zeal to spread their new-found freedom to the people.


    The abolition of serfdom in ‘61 brought with it great discontent, for the peasants had been led to believe that they would be liberated together with the land, since Russian serfdom, unlike the Western, was based on the theory that the peasant was attached to the land and that the landlord’s hold on it came through his ownership of the serf. Consequently it was argued, when the Russian serf was liberated and the ancient communal village form maintained, that all the land the serfs had owned would go to them. Of course, that was very far from what really happened. It is true that the serfs were liberated and the ancient communal form kept, but the land allotted to the village was poor and meager, the plots were scattered, and the tax on them for repayment to the landlords was so great that it took over fifty years to pay.


    The peasants foresaw exactly the future that awaited them; the dearth in land, none too much to begin with, and the consequential lessening at each redistribution as the village increased in “souls,” the needed “renting” from the landlord at exorbitant rates, the inability to pay and the resultant “paying in his own labor,” and the eventual reestablishment of a virtual serfdom. Insurrections took place all over the country, the peasants believing firmly that the Government had treated them more kindly but that the landlords were deceiving them. However, the Government came only too gladly to the aid of the landlords, having got used to blood-baths in its drastic quenching of the Polish insurrection of 63.


    The general disappointment among the youth in the Government’s attitude towards both Polish liberty and peasant rights led to a stronger and more revolutionary stand on their part. Unlike the reaction that set in during the long and tyrannical reign of Nicholas I, after the outburst of the Decembrists, or the reaction that was to follow those thirty years of effort when the notes of Gorky were to sound like a clarion call to a renewed faith, the decade of the seventies rose to one of extreme and intense idealism. The generation which had gone out of Russia to gain for itself new liberties had now returned and was spread throughout the length and breadth of the vast land, making converts by the thousands where formerly there were but few. The “fathers” and “sons,” though not understanding each other very fully, were nevertheless following a pretty equal tendency. Where the former had sought for new general liberties in politics and social life through education, the latter, feeling that a great deal had already been won, had decided upon propaganda of action. The movement changed from a freeing of one’s self to a freeing of the people. “To the people” became the watchword of the hour. The youth of the better classes went to live among the peasants, taught them, organized them into secret revolutionary groups for “land and liberty,” made several abortive attempts at peasant revolution, and finally, the Government growing more and more reactionary, ended in the wielding of a personal “terror” against the Government representatives, which culminated in the assassination of the Czar, Alexander II, in 1882.


    The reprisals that set in, the wholesale exiling of the youth to Siberia, the internment for life in the fortresses of Peter and Paul and in Schlusselberg for participation in the Party of the Will of the People, and the general opinion that however reactionary Alexander II was he was still much more ready for reforms than his successor Alexander III, gave rise to a fundamental disillusionment. The sacrifices of the youth had been too much. They had led themselves to be hanged and tortured only to bring in an era of still greater darkness. The people were not ready for reforms, they did not wish them. They would not have understood what to do with liberties could they have had them. There was nothing to do but sit back on one’s estate, exploit the peasants as did the grandfathers and say, “We are powerless and the peasants unworthy.”


    This period was the more painful because it came fast upon one which was full of idealism and hope. The men who lived on in inertia, drinking tea and discussing vacuously the futility of life, had known a time when they had hoped and thought and planned otherwise. They had almost cynically to repudiate their former selves.


    The writer who brought out most acutely the great anguish of this period was Anton Chekhov. He is now being recognized as the greatest artist of his time, who followed naturally the trend of the years he lived in. His humor, at first gentle and sorrowful, became later coarse and gross as the darkness around him deepened. His characters are inert, some eaten up by unfulfilled desires, others incapable even of recalling the faint echo of a former hope. A “Chekhov Sorrow” became a well-known definite phrase in Russian life.


    It was before this Russia that Gorky made his appearance. Himself one of the people, he showed them again the face of the people. It had beauty and courage, it had qualities of strength long since forgotten. The effect was electrical. Gorky was hailed as one upon whom the cloak of Tolstoi was to fall, for better than Tolstoi, he did not appear as a leader of the people, but as one who disclosed the people en masse.


    Gorky’s appearance in the cultured and literary world of Russia suffering from the “Chekhov Sorrow” has an analogy in my mind to the sudden appearance of Peter Karpovitch in the fortress of Schlusselberg. There sat the men and women for almost twenty years, cut off from all outside communication, wondering when and how their work would be carried on. One by one they had died off and only a handful remained to question if the youth would ever awake to strong purposes again. Then suddenly, in the year 1902, the big gates opened, and the student Peter Karpovitch entered. Without connection with any revolutionary group, by an instinctive feeling of the pulse of the time, he made his strike against the increasing reaction, shooting the Minister of Education, Bogolyepov, in February, 1901, for the wholesale exiling of the students into the military on the lines employed by Nicholas I.


    This advance guard of the Russian Revolution was tall and handsome, with the traditional heroic figure of the Little Russian. He came to the men of the past in all his strength and beauty as a symbol of the new era. Upon his footsteps followed fast Bolmashev, the executor of Sipiagin, who this time committed his act under the direction of an organized group, the Social Revolutionaries. In two years Russia was aflame. The Governor General of Finland, Bobrikoff, was shot in June, 1904. This was followed in a few weeks by the assassination of Von Plehve and the Grand Duke Sergei, by general labor strikes, by the demonstration in Petrograd in front of the Winter Palace which led to the terrible massacre of Bloody Sunday on January 22, 1905, by the mutinies in the Black Sea fleet and in Kronstadt, and by the nation-wide general strike in every branch of industry and life in October, 1905. Finally a Constitution and the Duma were granted to the people. The herald of the new order to the old was the tall handsome youth whose strange footsteps were heard suddenly and unexpectedly one March morning treading the hitherto silent corridors of the fortress.


    Thus, as Karpovitch to the prisoners in Schlusselberg, came Gorky to Russia at large.


    He was marvelously fitted to dispel the disappointment that was felt about the people. Himself one of the people, he had merely to disclose himself to prove again their courage and nobility. The life of Gorky has been particularly tragic and particularly Russian. He w as born in a dyer’s shop in Nizhni-Xovgorad in 1869. His real name is Alexei Maximovich Peshkov, and it is significant that when he came to write he signed himself “Maxim Gorky”—” Maxim, the Bitter.” His father died when he was four and he was totally orphaned at seven. His childhood was spent in the care of his maternal grandfather, who was extremely religious and a miser. The foundation of the bitterness he was to feel was thus laid early, for the life of the lonely child with the harsh, unsympathetic old man, can be well imagined, though the peculiarly Russian setting can be had only by reading his recent book, My Childhood. At the death of his mother he was apprenticed to a shoemaker, and at eleven he decided that he had had enough of home ties and left Nizhni-Novgorad for good. He started tramping and after various vicissitudes found himself a helper to a cook on one of the Volga boats. This man had been at one time a non-commissioned officer and he carried his past culture with him in the form of a trunk full of books. It was a queer assortment, from Gogol to school manuals and popular novels, and Gorky dipped liberally into it. The result was that a craving for real learning arose in him, which would have come no doubt to the imaginative youth at this age even without the aid of that haphazard library. He left the Volga steamer and tramped to the University of Kazan, thinking that learning would be free to any one who wished it. He was bitterly disappointed, for the University demanded fees, and so instead of registering as a student he was forced to take a job as a bakery helper. This work he did for two years and it seems to have made a deep impression upon him, for there is scarcely a story of his where the hero does not spend two years baking bread in some filthy cellar among flour dust and general filth.


    He left the bakeshop to wander with those tramps and “ex-men” whose poet he was later to be. The life held suffering which ate deep into the vitals of his being —— hunger, privations, nights with the police for vagabondage; and finally so great became this conflict between the beauty and goodness for which his nature craved and the constant evil around him, that in 1889 at the age of twenty-one he sent a bullet through his chest. Like many of the Russian youth, whose passionate natures make impossible the compromise between their inherent idealism and the sordidness and brutality of actual existence, he had decided to be done with the mockery. Fortunately the bullet did not kill and he took up his life of vagabondage again. In 1892 he is once more in Nizhni-Novgorad, actually holding the respectable post of a lawyer’s clerk. The lawyer, a man called Lanin, seems to have taken a great interest in the intelligent young man who discussed “cursed” questions and had a “live and energetic soul.” He threw opportunities for study in his way, but Gorky’s free and untamed youth, coupled with the taste of the “mother earth” he grew to love so, made it impossible for him to lead the well-ordered life of a professional clerk, and in a city, at that. He left Lanin, for he did not “feel at home with these intelligent people,” he said, and tramped to the Caucasus, making a detour on the way from the Volga, through the Don district, into Bessarabia and Southern Crimea.


    Coming to the Caucasus he found work in a railroad yard in Tiflis. His mind had already begun to digest the types of those tramps, Tartars and gipsies he met in his wanderings, for as early as 1890 his first story Makar Chudra made its appearance in the little paper Kafhas in Tiflis. It is a story of two thieves, written with great simplicity and naturalness. There is no doubt that Gorky had met them and had been true to the incidents related. It showed them strong, sensitive as women, with a subtle capacity of understanding each other’s emotions. In a typically Russian scene, one thief unburdens his heart to the other, telling him how he had wanted to kill him and how he had nearly done so. The other listens, sympathetic, understanding fully how that state of mind came to him, and they part in great tenderness! These are no weaklings, they are personalities held by iron chains in a Greek fatalism, and the fatality is life — Russian life. Gorky had not yet come to the point where he could lay his hand on the social enemy and say “here it is.” He saw only a great misery and natures torn in anguish, but not ruined as the generation before had supposed. Though this story itself, appearing, as it did, in a provincial paper, made no immediate name for him, his later stories, in which both canvas and treatment are exactly the same, brought him recognition forthwith.


    Gorky left Tiflis and wandered back to the Volga and there, by happy chance, met the Little Russian writer, Korolenko, the author of Makar’s Dream and The Blind Musician. As editor of The Contemporary, Korolenko introduced him to “great” literature, as he put it, and in a flash he was made known to all of Russia. He continued writing in the same vein he introduced in Makar Chudra, using the strong, outcast, rebel types in Emilian Pibgai and Chalkash, which were published in 1895 under Korolenko’s editorship, and in Konovaloff, Malva, Foma Gordyeeff his first long novel, and in the innumerable other works which preceded the supposed “change “‘ in Gorky’s manner. He showed his heroes to Russia as one shows a scene by pulling back a curtain: “this is what exists; here are men who do not conform to your laws, not because you have made outcasts of them, but because they despise you and all your smug respectability.”


    But he did not say so in so many words, he merely showed this canvas. The change in Gorky is the change in Russia, which grew from a silent and brooding mood to one of talk and action. As the Russian people became more self-conscious so did he, changing from a man torn hither and thither by circumstances to one who was able to analyze life and know cause and effect. His very sudden success so early in his life made it impossible for him to keep on writing and re-writing the same themes in the same manner as he had begun. He was too great and dynamic a genius for that. To him as to most Russians the art itself is not the thing, but the self-expression and the truth. Thus when Gorky swung out from the life of tramps and wanderers into the intellectual life of Russia, he found a nation organized into various groups, analyzing the cause of Russian social and political misery, finding an economic and materialistic reason for it, and setting about to remedy it. Gorky joined one of these groups, the Social Democratic Party, was one of the signers of the petition to the Czar which demanded with an amusing Russian naïveté that the Czar grant not only economic justice to the strikers in the steel works of Petrograd, but also a constitutional assembly, universal suffrage, a direct and secret ballot, and free speech, free press and freedom of religion! For these demands and the subsequent demonstration in front of the Winter Palace which resulted in the notorious massacre of Bloody Sunday, Gorky was imprisoned in the fortress of Peter and Paul. His prominence and the fact that he was subject to tuberculosis caused a universal demand for his release. He was freed after a month and was allowed to stay in Finland and even in Petrograd for a while during the so-called days of freedom.


    By this time Gorky had thrown himself entirely into the cause of the Majority Faction of the Social Democratic Party, an organization not strictly Marxian, in the sense that they did not wait for an economic development to bring about the cooperative commonwealth but believed that by mass action and general strike Russia could bring about a revolution on socialistic lines without the necessity of intermediary steps. In 1905 he left Russia and came to America, hoping to collect money for the Revolutionary cause, but his work failed entirely because of the fact that the charming and brilliant lady who came with him to America and registered as his wife was not legally so. The men of prominence, Mark Twain among them, who formed committees to help raise the funds, resigned, and Gorky’s plans failed entirely. Not only was no money for the “cause” raised, but he was received nowhere, the very hotel he stayed in asking him to leave at midnight. It was supposed that agents of the Russian Government, fearing Gorky’s too great success in America, sprung the trap and thus discredited him. At any rate, Gorky naturally left the shores of America in great disgust, and the dark days of Russian reaction having already set in, went to live in practical exile on the island of Capri, in Italy. Leonid Andreyeff, the Russian writer, and many revolutionary refugees generally stayed with him. It was from Capri that the longer novels, The Spy and this work, The Confession, were written. He was by this time living entirely in the cultured world, thinking earnestly and scientifically to the best of his ability about the political and social conditions around him.


    The great light, the great inspiring motive power of the Russian has ever been the people. The only ray of happiness in the works of Gorky is the joy that comes to his characters when they begin to work for the people. Life is depressing, life is a quagmire, a bog wherein great and noble souls are forced to wallow, when suddenly light appears. It is in the organization for the creation of a better life. One feels just for one little instant the happiness that life can bring when this vision of the new order appears. In the novel called Three of Them, the pages lighten with relief when the little Social Democratic agitator appears, giving hope and courage, but she is swept out of the life of the unhappy men that fill the pages of that book as suddenly as she appeared and there is nothing for the hero to do but throw himself under a passing train and die for disappointment and impotence.


    This was in the beginning when he himself first saw the meaning of the “Cause,” before it had become fully part of his life. Later his works changed their scene, following the exact manner in which the Russian people themselves changed their mental attitude. The background of the same Russian people, the same giants with the same courage and the same ability, was no longer a quagmire, but a battlefield. They were struggling to win their rights. Interwoven in the pages of his later work rises the new Russia of the last decade, the self-conscious, fighting Russia. In The Spy, which was written in 1908, we see the Russian not yet come into his own, still living in ignorance and disorder, but his activity is different. He is in a fight. The same change is in Mother and in the work In Prison. A new pæan is sung, it is the song of the people marching en masse. Perhaps Walt Whitman came the nearest to this same feeling of democracy, but unlike Whitman it is not of the people that Gorky sings, but it is the people themselves that are the song-makers. They are the “creators.”


    “In them dwells God.”


    The Russian who finds Gorky’s later works too doctrinaire, too purposeful, never quarrels with him because he finds his theme at fault or the conclusions wrong, but because he thinks his art has failed. They say they have revised their opinion that Gorky would mean to them what Tolstoi has meant, for they still consider the latter to be more universal and truer philosopher and artist. They find it inartistic for Gorky to talk to them of what they already know. They want to hear again about the strange and beautiful types they did not know of before and to read again his beautiful lines with their exquisite descriptions of nature, which they consider unsurpassed by the greatest. However, to me Gorky’s æstheticism is too one-sided. It is the æstheticism of the primitive whom only the grandiose impresses. The soft, subtle shadings leave him untouched. There is no doubt that he loves passionately his “mother earth” with the vast, undulating steppes, the tall mountains of the Caucasus, the great dome of the sky, and the living sweep of the sea. His descriptions of these scenes glow as does a Western writer over the charms of his beloved, but we miss the charms of the beloved.


    In reading Russian literature, it must always be remembered that one is reading of a people whose civilization is intrinsically different from that of the West. It is the difference between action and passivity. Professor Milyoukoff would have us believe that it is the autocratic form of government which has made the Russian live so long in inactivity, that both his reasoning powers and imaginative faculties have developed far in excess of the rest of Europe’s. It is true that the Russian is never afraid to go to the end of a thought, to fight for freedom far in excess of that already attained in the Western world, and to ask continually the fundamental questions of “Why,” and “Wherefore,” and “Where am I going,” and “Where does this lead me to?” The knife of Russian literature discloses as surely a cross-section of Russian civilization as does that of Guy de Maupassant, Flaubert, Zola and other realists of the French school disclose the French. And yet this cross-section of Russian civilization is difficult to grasp without a more intimate knowledge of both the history and the people. It is difficult for me now to remember my conceptions of Russian life as I got them from the Russian writers before my visit to Russia ten years ago. America, California, all the activities of our Western life made the characters and problems in Turgeneff, Dostoyeffsky and Gogol seem vague and unreal, made them move about in a nebulous society where one asked embarrassing personal questions and were always answered with a truth that had rudeness in it.


    I had a coward’s entry into Russia. There were rumors of riots and disorders, for it was in the year of general strikes and barricades, and as the train moved farther into the interior, the guards who shoveled the snow off the track seemed to me soldiers under arms, standing there to protect us from some infuriated mob. My heart beat with fear at that great and uncouth stranger to me, the Russian people. But as my stay in Russia was prolonged, my kinship with the people grew. The common man appeared to me as a gentle protector and friend. The drivers of the droshkies, the peasants, the workingmen, the conductors on the trains, all became kindly elder brothers, who set one on one’s right path or made a friendly remark as one passed along. Every one talked to every one, and although the great interest of the time was the Duma and the political situation, there lurked always a personal understanding and a personal relation behind each discussion. All classes had this attitude, and though the educated had more facts at their resources, for they knew history and the outside world, they had the same outlook and the same manner as the others. I became so much at one with the people around me, that when I left Russia eighteen months later, I felt this time fearful at going away, as if now truly I were going from home into a strange land. As the train came into the Western world, as I found myself in Poland and out again into Austria, I was again alone, a solitary and detached individual who was to stand on guard against the ill-turn which would be given me if I were not watchful. Outside of Russia, the people, “the God-creators,” as Gorky calls them, fell apart into millions of various atoms, each struggling for his own life. It was in Russia that I left them still unspoiled, unadventitious, united in a great simplicity of faith and love. It is therefore that the last chapter of this book is distinct and real to me, and I can almost see with my own eyes that vast, surging procession of the people, showing their loving strength and giving of their strength to the weak.


    To-day, when all ideals and hopes have gone smash in the hurly-burly of this World War, Gorky has taken his side with his country and is again living in Russia. In the interim, before he can pick up the gauntlet to fight on for a new and better order, he has gone back to his former theme, writing as before of the tramps and “ex-men” and gipsies he knew in his youth, and Russia is pleased with him once more.


    ROSE STRUNSKY.


    New York, February, 1916.
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    CHAPTER I


    
      
    


    LET me tell you my life; it won’t take much of your time — you ought to know it.


    I am a weed, a foundling, an illegitimate being. It isn’t known, to whom I was born, but I was abandoned on the estate of Mr. Loseff in the village of Sokal, in the district of Krasnoglinsk. My mother left me — or perhaps it was some one else — in the landlord’s park, on the steps of the little shrine under which the old landlady Loseff lay buried and where I was found by Danil Vialoff, the gardener. He was walking in the park early in the morning, when he saw a child wrapped in rags lie moving on the steps of the shrine. A smoke-colored cat was walking stealthfully around it.


    I lived with Danil until I was four years old, but as he himself had a large family, I fed myself wherever I happened to be, and when I found nothing I whined and whined, then fell asleep hungry.


    When I was four I was taken by the sexton Larion, a very strange and lonely man; he took me because of his loneliness. He was short of stature, round like a toy balloon and had a round face. His hair was red, his voice thin like a woman’s, and his heart was also like a woman’s, gentle to everybody. He liked to drink wine and drank much of it; when sober he was silent, his eyes always half-closed, and he had an air of being guilty before all, but when drunk, he sang psalms and hymns in a loud voice, held his head high and smiled at every one.


    He remained apart from people, living in poverty, for he had given away his share to the priest, while he himself fished both summer and winter. And for fun he caught singing birds, teaching me to do the same. He loved birds and they were not afraid of him; it is touching to recall how even the most timid of little birds would run over his red head and get mixed up in his fiery hair. Or the bird would settle on his shoulder and look into his mouth, bending its wise little head to the side. Then again Larion would lie on a bench and sprinkle hempseed in his head and beard, and canaries, goldfinches, tomtits and bullfinches would collect around him, hunting through his hair, creeping over his cheeks, picking his ears, settling on his nose while he lay there roaring with laughter, squinting his eyes and conversing tenderly with them. I envied him for this — of me, the birds were afraid.


    Larion was a man of tender soul and all animals recognized it; I can’t say the same for men, though I don’t mean to blame them for I know man isn’t fed by caresses.


    It used to be rather difficult for him in winter; he had no wood and he had nothing to buy it with, having drunk up the money. His little hut was as cold as a cellar, except that the birds chirped and sang, and the two of us would lie on the cold stove, wrapped in everything possible, listening to the singing of the birds. Larion would whistle to them — he could whistle well — looking like a grossbeak, with his large nose, his hooked bill and his red head. Often he would say to me: “Well, listen, Motka” (I was baptized Matvei). “Listen!”


    He would lie on his back, his hands under his head, squinting his eyes and singing something from the funeral Liturgy in his thin voice. The birds would then become quiet, stopping to listen, then they themselves would begin to sing one after the other. Larion would try to sing louder than they and they would exert themselves, especially the canaries and goldfinches, or the thrushes and starlings. He would often sing himself up to such a point that the tears from his eyes would trickle from out his lids, wetting his cheeks and washing his face gray.


    This singing sometimes frightened me, and once I said to him in a whisper:


    “Uncle, why do you always sing about death?” He stopped, looked at me and said, smiling, “Don’t get frightened, silly. It doesn’t matter if it is about death; it is pretty. Of the whole church service the funeral mass is the most beautiful. It offers tenderness to man and pity for him. Among us, no one has pity except for the dead.” These words I remember very well, as I do all his words, but of course at that time I could not understand them. The things of childhood are only understood on the eve of old age, for these are the wisest years of man.


    I remember also that I asked him once, “ Why does God help man so little?”


    “It’s none of His business,” he explained to me. “ Help yourself, that’s why reason was given to you. God is here so that it won’t be so terrible to die, but just how to live, that is your affair.”


    I soon forgot these words of his, and recalled them too late, and that is why I have suffered much vain sorrow.


    He was a remarkable man! When angling most people never shout and never speak so as not to frighten the fish, but Larion sang unceasingly, or recounted the lives of the saints to me, or spoke to me about God, and yet the fish always flocked to him. Birds must also be caught with care, but he whistled all the time, teased them and talked to them and it never mattered — the birds walked into his traps and nets. The same thing as to bees; when setting a hive or doing anything else, which old bee-keepers do with prayers, and even then don’t always succeed, the sexton, when called for the job, would strike the bees, crush them, swear profanely, and yet everything went in the best way possible. He didn’t like bees — they blinded a daughter of his once. She found herself in a bee-hive — she was only three at the time — and a bee stung her eye. This eye grew diseased, and then blind, and soon the other eye followed. Later the little girl died from headache, and her mother became insane.


    Yes, he never did anything the way other people did, and he was as tender to me as if he were my own mother. They did not treat me with much mercy in the village. Life was hard, and I was a stranger, and a superfluous one.... Suddenly and illegally to be eating the morsel that belonged to some one else!


    Larion taught me the church service, and I became his helper and sang with him in the choir, lit the censer, and did all that was needed. I helped the watchman Ylassi keep order in the church and I liked doing all this, especially in winter. The church was of brick, they heated it well, and it was warm inside it.


    I liked vespers better than morning mass. In the evening the people were purified by work and were freed of their worries, and they stood quietly and majestically, and their souls shone like wax candles with little flames. It was plain then, that though people had different faces their misery was the same.


    Larion liked the church service; he would close his eyes, throw back his red head, stick out his Adam’s apple and burst forth into song, losing himself so that he would even start off on some uncalled for hymn and the priest would make signs to him from the altar: “Where is it taking you?” He also read beautifully. His voice was singsong and sonorous, and had tenderness in it, and emotion and joy. The priest did not like him, nor did he like the priest. More than once he said to me:


    “That, a priest! He is no priest, he is a drum upon whom need and force of habit beat their sticks. If I were a priest, I would read the service in such a way that not only would I make the people cry, but even the holy images!”


    It was true — the priest did not suit his post. He was short-nosed and dark as if he had been singed by gun-powder. His mouth was large and toothless, his beard straggly, his hair thin and bald on top, his arms long. He had a hoarse voice and he panted as if carrying a load that was too much for his strength. He was greedy and always in a bad humor — for his family was large and the village was poor, the land of the peasants bad and there was no business.


    In summer, even when the mosquitoes were thick, Larion and I spent our days and our nights in the woods to hunt for birds or on the river to catch fish. It happened that he would be needed unexpectedly for some religious ceremony and he would not be there, nor would any one know where to find him. All the little boys in the village would scatter to hunt for him, running like hares and crying, “Sexton! Larion! Come home!” He would hardly ever be found. The priest would scold and threaten to complain, and the peasants would laugh.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER II


    
      
    


    LARION had a friend, Savelko Migun, a notorious thief, and a habitual drunkard. He was beaten more than once for his thieving and even sat in jail for it, but for all that he was a remarkable person. He sang songs and told stories in such a way that it is impossible to remember them without wonder.


    I heard him many times, and now he stands before me as if alive; he was dry, lively, had a sparse beard, was all in tatters; with a small phiz and a wedgeshaped, large forehead underneath which often twinkled his thievish, merry eyes like two dark stars.


    Often he would bring a bottle of vodka, or Larion would insist on buying one, and they would sit opposite each other at the table, Savelko saying:


    “Well, sexton, roll out the litany.”


    Then they drank... Larion, a bit abashed, would nevertheless begin to sing, and Savelko sat as if glued to the spot, trembling, his little beard twitching, his eyes full of tears, smoothing his forehead with his hand and smiling or wiping the tears from his cheek with his fingers.


    Then he would bounce up like a ball, crying:


    “Most superb, Laria! Well, I envy the Lord


    God — beautiful songs are made for Him! But for man, Laria? What’s man anyway, no matter how good he be or how rich his soul? It isn’t hard for him to go before the Lord. But He, what does He do? Thou givest me nothing, Lord, and I give Thee my whole soul!”


    “Don’t blaspheme!” Larion would say.


    “I blaspheme?” Savelko would cry; “I never even thought of such a thing! How am I blaspheming? In no way at all! I am rejoicing for the Lord, that’s all. And now I am going to sing you something.”


    He would stand up, stretch out his arm, and begin to chant. He sang quietly and mysteriously, opening his eyes wide and moving his dry finger continually on his outstretched arm, as if it were hunting for something in space. Larion would lean up against the wall, rest his hands on the bench, and look on in open-mouthed wonder. I lay on the stove with my heart melting within me with sweet sadness. Savelko would grow black before me, only his little white teeth would glisten and his dry tongue would move like a serpent’s while the sweat would rise on his forehead in thick drops. His voice seemed endless and it flowed out and shone like a stream in a meadow. He would finish, stagger a bit, wipe his face with the back of his hand, then both would take a drink and remain silent a long time. Later Savelko would ask —


    “And now Laria, ‘The Ocean Waves.’”


    And in this way they cheered each other up all evening as long as they were not yet drunk. When that happened, Migun began to tell obscene stories about priests, landlords, and kings, and my sexton would laugh and I with them. Savelko without tiring produced one story after another, and each one so funny that he almost choked with laughter.


    But best of all he sang on holidays in the wineshop. He stood up in front of the people, frowning hard so that the wrinkles lay deep on his temples. To look at him, one would think the songs came to his bosom from the earth itself and that the earth showed him the words and gave strength to his voice. Around him stood or sat the peasants, some with heads bowed chewing a piece of straw, others staring into Savelko’s mouth, and all were radiant, while the women even wept as they listened.


    When he finished they said:


    “Give us another, brother.”


    And they brought him drinks.


    The following story was told about Migun. He stole something in the village, and the peasants caught him. When they caught him, they said: “Well, that finishes you! Now we are going to hang you, we can’t stand you any longer.”


    And he, the story goes, answered:


    “Drop it, peasants, that’s a nasty job you’ve begun. You have already taken from me the things I’ve stolen, so that you have lost nothing. Anyway, you can always get new things, but where will you get such a fellow as I? Who will cheer you up when I’m gone?”


    “All right,” they said, “ talk on.”


    They took him to the wood to hang him and he began to sing on the way. When they first started out, they walked fast, then they slowed up. When they came to the wood, though the rope was ready, they waited, until he should finish his last song. Then they said to one another:


    “Let him sing another song. It will do for his Last Communion.”


    He sang another and then another, and then the sun rose. The men looked about them; a clear day was rising from the east. Migun stood smiling among them awaiting his death without fear. The peasants became abashed.


    “Well, fellows, let him go to the devil,” they said. “ If we hang him, we might have all kinds of sins and troubles on our heads for it.”


    And they decided not to touch Migun.


    “We bow to the ground before you for your talent,” they said, “ but for your thieving we ought to beat you up, all the same.”


    They gave him a light beating, and then they all went back in a body with him.


    All this might have been made up, but it speaks well for human beings, and puts Savelko in a good light. And then think of this: if people can make up such good stories, it follows they are not so bad, and in this lies the whole point.


    Not only did they sing songs together, but Savelko and Larion carried on long conversations with each other — often about the devil. They did not give him much honor.


    Once I remember the sexton saying:


    “The devil is the image of your own wickedness, the reflection of your own dark soul.”


    “That means, he is my own foolishness?” Savelko asked.


    “Just that and nothing else.”


    “It must be so,” Migun said, laughing. “ For were he alive, he would have snatched me up long ago!”


    Larion didn’t believe in devils at all. I remember him discussing in the barn with the Dissenters and he shouting:


    “It is not devilish, but brutish! Good and evil are in man. When you want goodness, goodness is there, if you want evil, evil is there, from you and for you. God does not force you by His Will either to good or evil. He created you free-willed, and you are free to do both good and evil. Your devil is misery and darkness Î Good is really something human, because it springs from God, while your evil doesn’t come from the devil, but from the brute in you.”


    They shouted at him:


    “Red-haired heretic!”


    But he kept on.


    “That’s why,” he said, “the devil is painted with horns and feet like a goat’s, because he is the brute element in man.”


    Best of all Larion spoke about Christ. I always wept when I pictured the bitter fate that befell the Holy Son of God. His whole life stood before me, from the discussion in the Temple with the wise men, to Golgotha, and He was like a pure and beautiful child in His ineffable love for the people, with a kind smile for all and a tender word of consolation — always like a child, dazzling in His beauty.


    “Even with the wise men of the Temple,” Larion said, “Christ conversed like a child, that is why in his simple wisdom He appeared greater than they. You, Motka, remember this, and try to conserve the child-like throughout your whole life, for in it lies truth.”


    I would ask him:


    “Will Christ come again soon?”


    “Yes, soon,” he would say, “soon, for it is said that people are again looking for Him.”


    As Larion’s words now come back to me, it seems to me that he saw God as the great Creator of the most beautiful things, and man as an incompetent being, who was lost oil the by-ways of the world. And he pitied this talentless heir to the great riches left to him on this earth by God.


    Both he and Savelko had one faith. I remember that an ikon appeared miraculously in our village. Once, very early on an autumn morning a woman came to the well for water, when suddenly she saw something glow in the darkness at the bottom of the well. She called the people together. The village elder appeared, the priest came, and Larion ran up. They let a man down into the well and he brought up the ikon of the “unburnt bush.” They performed mass right on the spot and then they decided to put up a shrine above the well, the priest crying:


    “Orthodox, give your offerings.”


    The village elder lent his authority and gave three rubles himself. The peasants untied their purses and the women earnestly brought pieces of linen and grain of all sorts. There was rejoicing in the village and I, too, was happy, as on the day of Christ’s holy Resurrection.


    But even during mass I noticed that Larion’s face looked sad. He glanced at no one, and Savelko ran about like a mouse through the crowd and giggled. At night I went to look at the apparition. It stood above the well, giving forth an azure glow like a vapor, as if some one unseen was breathing on it tenderly, warming it with his light and heat; it gave me anguish and pleasure.


    When I came home I heard Larion say sadly, “There is no such Holy Virgin.”


    And Savelko drawled out the following, laughing: “ I know, Moses lived long before Christ. Why! the scoundrels! A miracle, what? Oh, but you peasants are queer!”


    “For this the elder and the priest ought to go to jail,” Larion said in a very low voice. “ Let them not kill the God in man just to slack their own greed.”


    I felt uneasy at this conversation and I asked from the stove:


    “What are you talking about, Uncle Larion?”


    They were silent, then they whispered to each other; evidently they were disturbed. Then Savelko cried:


    “What is the matter with you? You yourself complained that the people were fools, and now you are shamelessly making a fool of Matveika! Why?”


    He jumped over to me and said:


    “Look, Motka, here are matches. I rub them between my hands, see? Put out the light, Larion.”


    They put out the lamp, and I saw Savelko’s two hands glow in the darkness with the same blue phosphorescence as the miraculous ikon. It was terrible and offensive to see.


    Savelko said something, but I crouched in a corner of the stove, closed my ears with my fingers, and remained silent. Then they crawled in by my side, took vodka along, and for a long time they took turns in telling me about true miracles and of the faith of man sacrilegiously betrayed. And so I fell asleep while they talked.


    After two or three days, many priests and officials arrived, arrested the ikon, dismissed the village elder from his post, and the priest, too, was threatened with a law-suit. Then I believed the whole thing had been a fraud, though it was hard for me to admit that it was done for the purpose of getting linen from the women and some pennies from the men.


    When I was six years old, Larion began to teach me the abcs in the Church-tongue and when two winters later a school was opened in our village, he sent me there. At first I grew somewhat apart from Larion. I liked to study, and I took to my books zealously, so that when he asked me my lessons, as sometimes happened, he would say, after hearing me, “Fine, Motka.”


    Once he said:


    “Good blood boils in you. It’s plain your father was no fool.” And I asked, “But where is he?”


    “Who can know!”


    “Is he a peasant?”


    “All one can say for sure is that he was a man. His caste is unknown. However, he could hardly have been a peasant. By your face and skin, not to mention your character, he seems to have been from the gentry.”


    Those casual words of his sank deep into my mind and they didn’t do me much good. When they called me a foundling at school, I balked and shouted to my comrades:


    “You are peasant children, but my father is a gentleman!”


    I became very firm about this. One must protect oneself somehow against insults, and I had no other protection in my mind. They began to dislike me, to call me bad names, and I fought back. I was a strong youngster and could fight easily. Complaints grew about me, and people said to the sexton:


    “Quiet that bastard of yours!”


    And others without bothering to complain, pulled my ears to their hearts’ content.


    Then Larion said to me:


    “You may be a son of a general, Matvei, but that isn’t of such great importance. We are all born in the same way and therefore the honor is the same for all.”


    But it was too late. I was twelve years old at the time and felt insults keenly. Something pulled me away from people and again I found myself close to the sexton. All winter we wandered together in the wood, catching birds, and I became worse in my studies.


    I finished school at thirteen, and Larion began to think what he should do with me. I would go rowing with him in a boat, I at the oars and he steering, and he led me in his thoughts over all the paths of human fate, telling me of the various vocations in life.


    He saw me a priest, a soldier, an employee, and nowhere was it good for me.


    “What should it be then, Motka?” he would ask.


    Then he would look at me and say, laughing, “Never mind, don’t get frightened. If you don’t fall down, you will crawl out. Only avoid the military. That’s a man’s finish.”


    In August, soon after the Day of Assumption, we went together to the lake of Liubushin to catch sheat-fish. Larion was a bit drunk and he had wine along with him. From time to time he sipped from the bottle, cleared his throat and sang so that he could be heard over the whole water.


    His boat was bad, it was small and unsteady. He made a sharp turn, the bow dipped, and we both found ourselves in the water. It was not the first time that such a thing happened, and I was not frightened. I rose and saw Larion swimming at my side, shaking his head and saying to me:


    “Swim to the bank and I’ll push the damned tub there.”


    It was not far from the bank and the current was weak. I swam tranquilly, when suddenly I felt as if something pulled at my feet, or as if I had struck a cold current, and looking back, I saw that our boat was floating bottom up, and Larion was not there. He was nowhere.


    Like a stone striking my head, terror hit my heart. A cramp seized me and I sank to the bottom.


    An employee from the estate, Yegor Titoff, who was crossing the field, saw how we capsized. He saw Larion disappear and when I began to drown, Titoff was already on the bank undressing. He pulled me out, but Larion was not found until night.


    His dear soul was extinguished, and immediately it became both dark and cold for me. When they buried him, I was sick in bed, and I could not escort the dear man to the cemetery. When I was up, the first thing I did was to go to his grave. I sat there, and could not even weep, so great was my sorrow. His voice rang in my memory, his words lived again, but the man who used to lay his tender hand on my head was no longer on this earth. Everything became strange and distant. I sat with my eyes closed. Suddenly somebody picked me up. He took me by the hand and picked me up. I looked and saw Titoff.


    “You have nothing to do here,” he said. “ Come.” And he led me away. I went with him.


    He said to me:


    “It seems you have a good heart, youngster, it remembers the good.”


    But this did not make me feel any better. I was silent. Titoff continued:


    “Even at the time when you were abandoned, I thought to myself, I shall take the child to me, but I came too late. However, it seems it is God’s wish. Here He again puts your life into my hands. That means you will come to live with me.”


    It was all the same to me then, whether to live, not to live, how to live or with whom.... Thus I passed from one point in my life to another without realizing it myself.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER III


    
      
    


    AFTER a time I began to take interest in all that surrounded me. Titoff was a silent man, tall in stature, with his head and cheeks shaved like a soldier’s, and he wore a long mustache. He spoke slowly and as if he were afraid to say one word too many, or as if he were in doubt himself of what he was saying. He held his hands in his pocket or crossed them behind his back, as if he were ashamed of them. I knew that the peasants of the village and even those of the neighboring district hated him. Two years before, in the village of Mabina, they beat him with a stake. They said that he always carried a revolver with him.


    His wife, Nastasia, was handsome, tall and slender. Her face was bloodless, with two feverish, large eyes. She was often sick. Her daughter, Olga, who was three years my junior, was also pale and thin.


    A great silence reigned about them. Their floor was covered with thick carpet, and not a footstep could be heard. Even the clock on the wall ticked inaudibly. The lamps, which were never extinguished, burned before their holy images. There were prints stuck on the walls, showing the Last Judgment and the Martyrdom of the Apostles and of Saint Barbara. In one corner, on the low stove, a large cat, the color of smoke, looked out of its green eyes on the surroundings and seemed to guard the silence.


    In the midst of this awful stillness it took me a long time to forget the songs of Larion and his birds.


    Titoff brought me to the office of the estate and showed me the books. Thus I lived. It seemed to me that Titoff watched me and followed me about in silence as if he expected something from me. I felt depressed and unhappy. I was never gay, but now I became almost morose. I had no one to speak to, and, moreover, I did not wish to speak to any one. When Titoff or his wife asked me about Larion I did not answer, but mumbled something. A feeling of unhappiness and sadness weighed upon me. Titoff displeased me by the suspicious stillness of his life.


    I went almost daily to the church to help the watchman, Vlassi, and also the new sexton, a handsome young man, who had been a school teacher. He was not interested in his work, but he was a great friend of the priest, whose hand he always kissed and whom he followed about like a dog. He continually reproved me, for which he was in the wrong, because I knew the holy service better than he did and always did everything according to rule.


    It was at this time, when life became difficult for me, that I began to love God. One day when I was placing the tapers in front of the image of the Holy Virgin and her Child, before mass, I saw that they looked at me with a grave and compassionate expression. I began to weep, and, falling on my knees, I prayed for I do not know what — for Larion, no doubt. I do not know how long I remained there, but I arose consoled, my heart warm and animated. Vlassi was at the altar and he mumbled something incomprehensible. I mounted the steps, and when I was near him he looked at me.


    “You look very happy,” he said. “ Have you found a kopeck?”


    I knew why he asked that question, for I often found money on the ground. But now these words left an unpleasant impression on me, as if some one had hurt my heart.


    “I was praying to God,” I said.


    “To which one?” he asked me. “We have more than a hundred here. And the living One, the true One, who is not made of wood, where is He? Go and find Him.”


    I knew the value to attach to his words. Nevertheless, they appeared offensive to me at this time. Vlassi was a decrepit old man, who could hardly walk. His limbs stuck out at the knees and he always tottered as if he were walking on a rope. He had not a tooth in his mouth, and his dark face looked like an old rag, from which two wild eyes stuck out. He had lost his reason and had commenced to rave even some time before Larion’s death.


    “I don’t watch the church,” he “said. “ I watch cattle. I was born a shepherd and shall die a shepherd. Yes, soon I shall leave the church for the fields.”


    Every one knew that he had never watched cattle.


    “The church is a cemetery,” he would say. It is a dead place. I wish to deal with something living. I must go and feed cattle. All my ancestors have been shepherds, and I also up to my forty-second year.”


    Larion used to make fun of him. One day he said to him laughingly:


    “In olden times there was a god of cattle who was called Voloss. Perhaps he was your great-great-grandfather.”


    Vlassi questioned him about Voloss; then he said:


    “That’s right. I have known that I was a god for a long time, only I am afraid of the priest. Wait a little, sexton; don’t you tell it to him. When the right time comes I will tell him myself.”


    It was impossible to get the idea out of his head. I knew that he was crazy, yet he worried me.


    “Take care,” I said to him. “God will punish you.”


    And he muttered: “I am a god myself.”


    Suddenly my foot caught on the carpet and I fell, and I interpreted it as an omen. From that day I began to love passionately all that pertained to the church. The ardor of my childish heart was so great that everything became sacred for me — not only the images and the gospels, but even the chandeliers and the censer, whose very coals became precious in my eyes. I used to touch these objects with joy and with a feeling of great respect. When I went up the steps of the altar my heart would cease beating, and I could have kissed the flagstones. I felt that I was under One who saw everything, directed my steps and surrounded me with a supernatural force; who warmed my heart with a dazzling and blinding light, and I saw only myself. At times I remained alone in the darkness of the temple, but it was light in my heart; for my God was there, and there was no place for childish troubles, nor for the sufferings which surrounded me — that is to say, the human life about me. The nearer one comes to God, the farther one is from man. But, of course, I did not understand that at that time.


    I began to read all the religious works which fell into my hands. Thus my heart became filled with the divine word. My soul drank avidly of its exquisite sweetness, and a fountain of grateful tears opened within me. Often I went to the church before the other faithful ones, and, kneeling before the image of the Trinity, I wept lightly and humbly, without thinking and without praying. I had nothing to ask of God and I worshiped Him with complete self-forgetfulness. I remembered Larion’s words:


    “When you pray with your lips you pray to the air and not to God. God thinks of the thoughts, not the words, like man.”


    I did not even have thoughts. I knelt and sang in silence a joyful song, happy in the thought that I was not alone in the world and that God was near me and guarded me. That was a happy time for me, like a calm and joyful holiday. I liked to remain alone in the church, when the noise and the whisperings were over. Then I lost myself in the stillness and rose up to the clouds, and from that height man and all that pertained to man became more and more invisible to me.


    But Vlassi bothered me. He dragged his feet on the flagstones, he trembled like the shadows of a tree shaken by the wind, and he muttered with his toothless mouth:


    “I have nothing to do here. Is it my business? I am a god, the shepherd of all earthly cattle. Tomorrow I am going away into the fields. Why have they exiled me here in these cold shadows? Is this my work?”


    He troubled me with his blasphemies, for I imagined that his profanity sullied the purity of the temple and that God was angry at his being in His house.


    People began to notice my piety and my religious zeal. When the priest met me he grunted and blessed me in a special way, and I had to kiss his hand, which was always cold and covered with sweat. Although I envied his being initiated into the divine mysteries, I did not love him and was even afraid of him.


    Titoff’s little, dull eyes, like buttons, followed me with increasing vigilance. Every one treated me carefully, as if I were made of glass. More than once little Olga would ask me, in a low voice:


    “Will you be a saint?”


    She was timid even when I was kind, when I told her religious stories. On winter nights I read aloud the Prologue and the Minea. Gusts of snow blew over the country, groaning and beating against the walls. In the room silence reigned and no one stirred. Titoff sat with head bowed, so that his face could not be seen. Nastasia, who was sleepy, sat with her eyes fixed on me. When the frost crackled she trembled and glanced about her, smiling gently. When she did not understand the meaning of a Slavic word she would ask me. Her sweet voice resounded for an instant, and then again there was quiet. Only the flying snow sang plaintively, wandering over the fields seeking repose.


    The holy martyrs, who fought for the Lord and celebrated His greatness by their life and by their death, were especially dear to my soul. I was touched also by the merciful and pious men who sacrificed everything for love of their neighbors. But I did not understand those who left the world in the name of God and went away to live in a desert or in a cave. I felt that the devil was too powerful for the Anchorites and the Stylites, that he made them flee before him. Larion had denied the devil. Nevertheless, the life of the saints forced me to recognize him. And, besides, the fall of man would be incomprehensible if one did not admit the existence of the devil. Larion saw in God the one and omnipotent Creator, but then from where came evil? According to the life of the saints, the author of all evil is the devil. In this rôle I accepted him. God, then, was the creator of cherries, and the devil the creator of burrs; God the creator of nightingales and the devil the creator of owls. However, although I accepted the devil, I did not believe in him and was not afraid of him. He was useful to me in explaining the existence of evil; but at the same time he bothered me, for he lessened the majesty of God.


    I forced myself not to think of this problem, but Titoff continually made me think of sin and of the power of the devil. When I read, he questioned me curtly, without raising his eyes.


    “Matvei, what does that last word mean?”


    And I explained it.


    Then after a second of silence, he would say: “Where can I hide before Thy countenance? Where can I flee before Thy wrath?”


    His wife would sigh deeply and look at him, still more frightened, as if she expected something terrible. Olga blinked her blue eyes and suggested:


    “In the forest.”


    “Where can I flee before Thy wrath?” he repeated.


    This time I remember he took his hands from his pockets and twirled his long mustache, and his eyebrows trembled. He hid his hands and said:


    “It was King David who asked, ‘ Where can I flee? ‘ Yes, he was a king and he was afraid. You see that the devil was stronger than he. He was anointed of God and the devil conquered him. ‘ Where can I flee? ‘ To hell — that is certain. We lesser people, we have nothing to hope for if the kings themselves go there.”


    He frequently returned to this subject. I did not always understand his words; nevertheless, they produced a disagreeable impression upon me.


    People began to speak more and more about my piety. One day Titoff said to me:


    “Pray zealously for my whole family, Matvei. I beg of you, pray for us. You will thus repay me for having gathered you to me and treated you like a son.”


    But what did that mean to me? My prayers were without object, like the song of a bird which he pours out to the sun. Nevertheless, I began to pray for him and for his family, and especially for little Olga, who had become a very pretty young girl, sweet and tender. I borrowed the words of the Psalms of David and all the other prayers which I knew. I liked to repeat the sing-song and cadenced phrases, but from the time when I said in praying for Titoff: “ Lord, in Thy grace, have pity on Thy servant, Yegor,” my heart closed. The spring of my prayers became dry, the serenity of my joys was disturbed. I was ashamed before God and could not continue. Lowering my eyes before the countenances of the holy saints I arose, overcome with a feeling of anger and embarrassment. It troubled me. Why should I feel like that? I tried to understand it, but could not, and I was sorry for the joy which had been destroyed on account of this man.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER IV


    
      
    


    THE people about me began to notice me, and I took notice of them, too.


    On holidays when I walked through the streets I was stared at with much curiosity. Some greeted me earnestly while others mocked, but all looked after me.


    “Here goes our prayer-book,” was heard. “Say, Matvei, are you going to become a saint?”


    “Don’t laugh at him, friends; he is not a priest and he does not believe in God for the sake of the money.”


    “Have there not been peasants who became saints?”


    “Oh, we have all kinds of men, but that does not help us much.” —


    “Who said he is a peasant? He has got gentleman’s blood in him — but that’s a secret.”


    And thus they calked, and some praised and some jeered.


    As for myself, I was then in a peculiar state of mind. I wished to be at peace with all and wanted all to love me. However, try as I would to live up to it, their insults prevented me.


    Of all who persecuted me, Savelko Migun was the worst. He fell on his knees when he saw me and prostrated himself, declaiming aloud:


    “Your Holiness, I bow to the ground before you. Pray for Savelko, I beg of you. God may do the right thing by him then. Teach me how to please the Lord God. Must I stop stealing, or must I steal more and burn him a wax candle?”


    The crowds laughed at Savelko’s jokes, but they made me feel queer and hurt me.


    He would continue:


    “Oh, ye Orthodox, prostrate yourself before the Righteous One. He fleeces the peasants in his office and then reads the gospel in church. And God cannot hear how the peasants howl.”


    I was sixteen and could easily have broken his face for his insults. Rut instead, I took to avoiding him. When he noticed this he gave me no leeway at all. He composed a song, which he sang in the streets on holidays, accompanying himself with his balalaika.


    


    “Oh; the squires embrace the maidens,


    And the maidens all grow big; From these gentlemanly doings


    Come out dirty cheats as children.


    They are thrown upon the masters


    Who refuse to feed them gratis; And they put them in their office,


    To the peasants’ great misfortune.”


    


    It was a long song and everybody was mentioned in it, but Titoff and I had the biggest share of all.


    It got to such a point that when I caught sight of Savelko with his little thin beard, his cap on his ear and his bald head, I trembled all over. I felt like springing on him and breaking him into bits.


    Though I was young, I could hold myself in with a strong hand. When he walked behind me, jingling, I did not move a muscle to show that it was hard to bear. I walked slowly and made believe I did not hear.


    I began to pray more zealously, for I felt that I had no protection except prayers, which, however, were now filled with complaints and bitter words.


    Wherefore, O Lord, am I to blame that my father and mother abandoned me and threw me like a kitten into the brush?”


    I could find no other sin in me. I saw men and women placed on this earth without rhyme or reason; saw each one so accustomed to his business that the custom became law. How was I to know right off why and against whom this strange force is directed? —


    


    However, I began to think things over, and I grew more and more troubled as things became insufferable to me.


    Our landlord, Constantine Nicolaievitch Loseff, was rich and owned much land, and he hardly ever came to our estate, which was considered unlucky by the family. Somebody had strangled the landlord’s mother, his father had fallen from a horse and been killed, and his wife had run away from him here.


    I only saw the landlord twice. He was a stout man, tall, wore spectacles and had an officer’s cape and cap, lined with red. They said he held a high position under the Czar and that he was very learned and wrote books. The two times he was on the estate he swore at Titoff very thoroughly and even shook his fist in his face.


    Titoff was the one absolute power on the estate of Sokolie. There was not much land, and only so much grain was sown as was necessary for the household. The rest of the land was rented to the peasants. Later there came an order that no more land should be rented and that flax should be sown on the whole estate. A factory was being opened nearby.


    In addition to myself, there sat in a corner of the office Ivan Makarovitch Judin. His soul was half dead and he was always drunk. He had been a telegraph operator, but he had lost his position on account of his drunkenness. He took care of the books, wrote the letters, made the contracts with the peasants, and was remarkably silent. When he was spoken to, he only nodded his head and coughed a little. At most he answered, “All right.” He was short and thin, but his face was round and puffy, and his eyes could hardly be seen. He was entirely bald and he walked on his tip-toes, silently and unsteadily, as the blind. On the Feast of the Virgin of Kazin, the peasants made Judin so drunk with vodka that he died.


    I was alone now in the office, did all the work, and received a salary from Titoff of forty rubles a year. He gave me Olga as an assistant.


    I had noticed for a long time that the peasants walked around the office as wolves around a trap. They see the trap, but they are hungry, and the bait tempts them, so they begin to eat.


    When I was alone in the office and became acquainted with all the books and plans, I realized, even with my poor understanding, that our whole arrangement was nothing more than theft. The peasants were head over ears in debt and worked, not for themselves, but for Titoff. I cannot say that I was either very much surprised or ashamed at this discovery. And even if I did understand now why Savelko swore at me and insulted me, still I did not think it was right of him. Was it then I who had originated this stealing?


    I saw that Titoff was not quite straight even with the landlord, and that he stuffed his pockets as much as he dared.


    I became bolder toward him, for I realized that in some way I was necessary to him. And now I understood why. I had to hide him, the thief, from the Lord God. He now called me his “ dear son,” and his wife did so too. They dressed me well, for which, of course, I was grateful.


    But my heart did not go out toward them, and my soul was not warmed by their goodness. I became more and more friendly with Olga, however. I liked her wistful smile, her low voice and her love of flowers.


    Titoff and his wife walked before God with sunken heads, like a team of horses, and behind their timid glances seemed to be continually hiding something which must have been even greater than theft.


    I did not like Titoff’s hands. He always hid them in a manner which made me suspicious. Perhaps those hands had strangled some one; perhaps there was blood on them. They kept asking me, he as well as she:


    “Pray for our sins, Motia.”


    One day I could stand it no longer. I asked them:


    “Are you then more sinful than others?”


    Nastasia sighed and went away, and he turned on his heel and did not answer.


    In the house he was thoughtful and spoke very little, and then only on business. He never swore at the peasants, but he was always haughty with them, which was worse than swearing. He never conceded a point and stood his ground as firmly as if he were sunk to the waist in the earth.


    “One should give in to them,” I said to him once.


    “Never,” he answered. “Not an iota must you give in, or you are lost.”


    Another time he ordered me to count false, and I said to him:


    “You can’t do that.”


    “Why not?”


    “It is a sin.”


    “It is not you who are forcing me to sin, but I you. Write as I tell you. No one will ask any account of you, you are only my hand. Your piety will not suffer by it; have no fear. For ten rubles a month neither I nor anybody else can live honorably. Do you understand that?”


    “Oh, you scoundrel!” I said to myself. But aloud I said to him: “ That is quite enough. Things must end right here. If you don’t stop this swindling I will tell the village all about your deals.”


    He pulled his mustache up to his nose, lifted his shoulders to his ears, showed his teeth and stared at me with his round, bulging eyes. We measured each other.


    “You will do that, really?” he said to me in a low voice.


    “Yes.”


    Titoff burst out laughing, and it sounded as if some one had thrown silver pieces on the ground.


    “All right, my holy one, that is all that I needed. From now on we will manage this affair differently. We won’t bother any more with kopecks. We will deal with rubles. If the thief’s dress is too tight, he becomes honest.”


    He went out, slamming the door so that the panes in the windows rattled.


    It seemed to me that Titoff was a little more cross after that. Still I was not quite sure of it. But he left me in peace from then on.


    He was a terrible miser, and though he did not deny himself anything, nevertheless he knew how to value a penny. He ate well and was very fond of women, and as he had the power in his hands, there was not a woman in the village who dared to refuse him. He let the young girls alone, and only went to the married women. He made my blood hot once or twice.


    “What is the matter, Matvei?” he asked. “Are you timid? To take a woman is like giving charity. In the country every woman yearns for love. But the men are weak and worn out, and what can the women expect from them? You are a strong, handsome young fellow; why not make love to the women? You would get some pleasure out of it yourself.”


    He followed every villainy, the low rascal. Once he asked me:


    “Do you think, Matvei, that a pious man is of much value in the eyes of God?”


    I did not like such questions. “I don’t know,” I answered.


    He remained doubtful for a minute and then he said:


    “God led Lot out of Sodom and saved Noah; but thousands perished by fire and water. Still it says, ‘ Thou shalt not kill.’ Often it seems to me that these thousands perished because among them there were a few pious and virtuous people. God saw that despite the stringent laws which He gave, there were several who could lead a righteous life. If there had been no pious men in Sodom, God would have seen that it was impossible to observe His commandments and He might have lightened them without putting to death thousands of people. They call Him the All-merciful One. But where is His mercy?”


    I did not understand then that this man was only seeking license to sin. Nevertheless, the words angered me.


    “You are blaspheming,” I said. “You are afraid of God, but you don’t love Him.”


    He drew his hands out of his pockets, threw them behind his back, and his face turned gray. It was plain that he was in great wrath.


    “Whether it is so or not, I don’t know,” he answered, “but it seems to me that you pious ones use God as a ruler by which you mark off the sins of others. Without such as you, God would have a hard time measuring sins.”


    He took no notice of me for a long time after that. But an insufferable hatred rose in my soul against this man. I avoided him even more than I did Savelko. If at night I mentioned his name in my prayers, an ungovernable anger possessed me. It was at this time that I said my first spontaneous prayer:


    “I do not wish to seek grace for a thief, O Lord.


    I ask that he be punished. May he not rob the poor without being punished.”


    And I prayed to God so ardently that Titoff be punished that I grew frightened at the terrible fate that awaited him.


    Soon after this I had another encounter with Migun. He came to the office for lime-bast when I happened to be alone. I asked him:


    “Why do you always make fun of me, Savel?” He showed his teeth and stared at me with his piercing eyes.


    “I haven’t much business here,” he said. “I only came for lime-bast.”


    My legs trembled beneath me and my hands clenched of themselves. I clutched his throat and shook him lightly.


    “What have I done?”


    He was not frightened, nor was he angry. He simply took my hand and pushed it from his throat as if it were he, not I, who was the stronger. “When you are choking some one, he cannot speak well,” he said. “Let me alone,” he continued; “I have received beatings enough, and I don’t need yours. Besides, you mustn’t strike any one. It is against the commandments.”


    He spoke quietly and mockingly, in a light tone. I shouted:


    “What do you want here?”


    “Some lime-bast.”


    I saw that I could make no headway with him by words, and my anger was already gone. I now only felt hurt and cold.


    “You are all beasts,” I said. “ Can you make fun of a man because his parents abandoned him?” He threw his words at me as if they were little stones:


    “Don’t be a hypocrite. We know you by your actions. You eat stolen bread and others suffer want.”


    “You lie!” I said. “ I work for my bread.”


    “Without work you can’t even steal a chicken. That is an old story.”


    He looked at me with a devilish smile in his eyes and said pityingly:


    “Oh, Matvei, what a good child you used to be. And now you have become learned, despite God, and like all thieves in our country, you found a religion based on God’s truth that all men have not equally long fingers.”


    I threw him out of the office. I did not want to understand his play on words, for I considered myself a true servant of God and valued my own opinion more than any one else’s.


    I felt strange and fearful, as if the strength of my soul was vanishing. I had not sunk so low as to whine before God against man, for I was no Pharisee for all that I was a fool. I knelt before the holy Virgin of Abalatzk and looked up at her countenance and at her hands, which were uplifted to heaven. The little fire in the holy lamp flickered and a faint shadow spread over the ikon. The same shadow fell on my heart and something strange and invisible and oppressive rose up betwixt God and myself. I lost all joy in prayer, and I became wretched and even Olga was no longer a comfort to me.


    But she looked at me all the more kindly. I was eighteen at this time, a well developed youth, with red curly hair and a pale face. I wanted to come nearer her, yet was embarrassed, for I was innocent before women then. The women in the village laughed at me for it, and it even seemed to me at times that Olga herself smiled at me in a queer way. More than once the enticing thought came to me: “There, that’s my wife.”


    Day in, day out, I sat with her in the office in silence. When she asked me some questions about the business I answered, and in that lay our whole conversation.


    She was slender and white, like a young birch, and her eyes were blue and thoughtful. To me she seemed pretty and tender in her quiet, mysterious wistfulness.


    Once she asked me:


    “What makes you so sad, Matvei?”


    I had never spoken about myself with any one before, nor had ever wished to. But here suddenly my heart opened and I poured out all my misery to her. I told her of the shame of my birth, of the abuse that I suffered for it, and of the loneliness and wretchedness of my soul, and of her father. I told her everything. I did not do it to complain. It was only to unburden myself of my inmost thoughts, of which I had amassed quite a quantity — all worthless, I suppose.


    “I had better enter a monastery,” I ended.


    She became depressed, hung her head and did not answer. I was pleased at her distress, but her silence hurt me. Three days later she said to me softly:


    “It is wrong to watch people so much. Each one lives for himself. To be sure, now you are alone, but when you will have your own family, you will need no one and you will live like the rest, for yourself, in your own house and home. As for my father, don’t judge him. I see that no one loves him, but I can’t see wherein he is worse than the rest. Where does one see love anyway?”


    Her words consoled me. I always did everything impetuously, and so here, too, I burst forth:


    “Would you marry me?”


    She turned and whispered: —


    “Yes.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER V


    
      
    


    IT was done. The next day I told Titoff, just the way it happened.


    He smiled, stroked his mustache and began again to torture me.


    “You want to become my son. The way is open for you, Matvei; it is the will of God and I make no objections. You’re a serious, modest, healthy young man. You pray for us, and in every way you arc a treasure. I say that without flattery. But in order to have enough to live on, one must understand business, and your leanings that way are very weak. That’s the first thing. The second, you will be called to military service in two years and you will have to go. Should you have some money saved up by then, say some five hundred rubles, you might buy yourself off. I could manage that for you. But without money you will have to go and Olga will remain here, neither wife nor widow.”


    He struck me in the heart with these dull words. His mustache trembled and a green fire burned in his eyes. I pictured military life to myself. It was terrible and antipathetic to me. What kind of a soldier would I make? The very fact that I would have to live with others in the barracks was enough, and then the drinking and the swearing and the brawls! Everything about the service seemed inhuman to me. Titoff’s words crushed me.


    “That means,” I said to him, “that I become a monk.”


    Titoff laughed.


    “It is too late. They don’t make you a monk right away, and novices are recruited as well as laymen. No, Matvei, there is no way to bribe fate but with money.”


    “Then give me the money,” I said to him; “you have enough.”


    “Aha,” he said, “ what a lucky thought of yours! Only, how would I fare by it? Perhaps I earned my money by heavy sins; perhaps I even sold my soul to the devil for it? While I wallow in sin you lead a righteous life. And you want to continue it at the expense of my sinning. It is easy for a righteous one to attain heaven if a sinner carry him in on his back. However, I refuse to be your horse. Better do your own sinning. God will forgive you, for you have already merited it.”


    I looked at Titoff and he seemed to have suddenly grown yards taller than I, and I was crawling somewhere at his feet. I understood that he was making fun of me, and I stopped the discussion.


    In the evening I told Olga what her father said. Tears shone in the girl’s eyes, and a little blue vein beat near her ear. Its sad beating found an echo in my heart. Olga said, smiling:


    “So things aren’t going as we want them to?”


    “Oh, yes, they will go,” I said.


    I said these words thoughtlessly, but with them I gave my word of honor to her and to myself, and I could not break it.


    That day an unclean life began for me. It was a dark, drunken period, and my soul flew hither and thither like a pigeon in a cloud of smoke. I was sorry about Olga and I wanted her for my wife, for I loved her. But above all I saw that Titoff was more powerful than I, and stronger-willed; and it was insufferable to my pride. I had despised his villainous ways and his wretched heart, when suddenly I discovered that something strong lived in him, which looked down on me and overpowered me.


    It became known in the village that I had proposed and had been refused. The girls tittered, the women stared at me, and Savelko made new jokes. All this enraged me and my soul became dark within.


    When I prayed I felt as if Titoff were behind me, breathing on the nape of my neck, and I prayed incoherently and irreverently. My joy in God left me and I thought only of my own affairs. What will become of me?


    “Help me, O Lord,” I prayed. “Teach me not to wander from Thy path and not to lose my soul in sin. Thou art strong and merciful. Deliver Thy servant from evil and strengthen him against temptation, that he may not succumb to the wiles of his enemies nor grow to doubt the strength of Thy love for Thy servant.”


    Thus I brought God down from the height of His indescribable beauty and made Him do service as a help in my petty affairs, and having lowered God, I myself sunk low.


    Olga in her sorrow shrunk from day to day, like a burning wax candle. I tried to imagine her living with some one else, but could not place any one beside her except myself. By the strength of his love, man creates another in his image, and so I thought that the girl understood my soul, read my thoughts and was as indispensable to me as I to myself. Her mother became even more depressed than before. She looked at me with tears in her eyes and sighed. But Titoff hid his ugly hands, walked up and down the room and circled silently around me like a raven over a dying dog, who is about to pick out his eyes the moment death came.


    A month passed and I was at the same point where I left off. I felt as if I were on the edge of a steep ravine which I did not know how to cross. I was disgusted and heavy-hearted. Once Titoff walked up to me in the office and said in a whisper: “You have an opportunity now. Take it if you want to be a man.”


    The opportunity was of such a nature that if it succeeded the peasants would lose much, the estate profit a bit and Titoff make about two hundred rubles. He explained it and asked:


    “Well, you don’t dare?”


    Had he asked it in some other way, I might not have fallen into his clutches, but his words frenzied me.


    “Not dare to steal? You don’t need daring for that, but just meanness. All right, let’s steal.”


    Here he laughed, the scoundrel, and asked:


    “What about the sin?”


    “I’ll take care of my own sins,” I answered.


    “Good,” he said, “and know that from now on each day brings you nearer the wedding.”


    He enticed me, fool that I was, like a wolf with a lamb in a trap.


    And so it commenced. I wasn’t stupid in business, and I had always had enough audacity in me. We began to rob the peasants as if we were playing a match. I followed each move he made with a bolder one. We said not a word, only looked at each other. There was mockery in his eyes and wrath burned in mine. He was the victor, and since I lost all to him, I did not want to be outdone in wickedness by him. I falsified the weights in measuring flax, I did not mark the fines when the peasants’ cattle strayed on the landlord’s pastures, and I cheated the peasants out of every kopeck I could. But I did not count the money nor gather in the rubles myself. I let everything go to Titoff, which, of course, did not make things easier either for me or the peasants.


    In a word, I was as if possessed, and my heart was heavy and cold. When I thought of God I burned with shame. Nevertheless, I threw reproaches at Him more than once.


    “Why dost Thou not keep me from falling with Thy strong arm? Why dost Thou try me beyond my strength? Dost Thou not see, O Lord, how my soul is being destroyed?”


    There were times when Olga seemed strange to me, and when I looked at her and thought, of her hostilely.


    “For your sake, unhappy one, I am selling my soul.”


    After such words I grew ashamed of myself before her and became kind and gentle — as gentle as possible.


    But, of course, it was not out of pity for myself nor for the peasants that I suffered and gnashed my teeth in wrath; but for sheer chagrin that I could not conquer Titoff and that I had to act according to his will. When I remembered the words he often used against pious people, I became cold all over; and he saw the situation through and through and triumphed.


    “Well, my holy one,” he said, “it is time to begin thinking of your own nest. You will be too crowded here when you have a wife. You will have children, of course.”


    He called me “holy one.” I did not answer. He called me that more and more often”; but his daughter became all the more loving, all the more tender to me. She understood clearly how heavy my heart was.


    Then Titoff begged from the landlord, Loseff, when he went to pay his respects to him, a little piece of land for me. They gave him a pretty place behind the manor building, and he began to build us a little house.


    And I continued to oppress and to cheat.


    Things began to move quickly. Our pockets swelled. The little house began to be built and shone bright in the sun, like a golden cage for Olga. Soon the roof was to be put on, and then the stove had to be built, and in the fall it would be finished for us to move into.


    One evening I was going home from the village of Jakimoffka, where I had gone to take the cattle from some peasants for their debts. Just as I stepped out of the wood which lay before the village, I saw my house in the sunset burning like a torch. At first I thought it was the reflection of the sun surrounding it with red rays which reached up to heaven. But then I saw the people running and heard the fire crackle and snap, and my heart suddenly broke. I saw that God was my enemy. Had I had a stone then, I would have thrown it against heaven. I saw how my thievish work was going up in smoke and ashes, and saw myself as if on fire, and said:


    “Thou desirest to show me, O Lord, that I have burnt my soul to dust and ashes. Thou desirest to show me that. I do not believe it; I do not wish Thy humiliation. It was not through Thy will that it burned but because the peasants through hatred of me and Titoff set fire to it. I do not wish to believe in Thy wrath, not because I am not worthy of it, but because this wrath is not worthy of Thee. Thou didst not wish to lend Thy help to the weak in the hour of his need, so that he could withstand sin. Thus, Thou art the guilty One, not I. As in a dark wood, which was already full grown, so I stepped into sin. How could I then have kept myself free from it?”


    But these foolish words could neither console me nor make me right. They only awoke in my soul an evil obstinacy. My house burned down more quickly than my wrath. For a long time I stood on the edge of the wood, leaning against the trunk of a tree and haggled with God, while Olga’s white face, bathed in tears and drawn with pain, rose up before my eyes. And I spoke to God boldly, as to one familiar:


    “Thou art strong. So will I be also. Thus it should be for justice’ sake.”


    The fire was quenched and all became quiet and dark. Only a few flames thrust their tongues out into the night, like the sobs of a child after it has stopped crying.


    The night was cloudy and the river shone like a flaming sword which some one had lost in the field. I could have clutched at this sword and swung it high in the air to hear it ring over the earth.


    Toward midnight I reached the village. At the door of the house were Olga and her father. They awaited me.


    “Where were you?” Titoff asked.


    “I stood on the hill and watched the fire.”


    “Why didn’t you come to put it out?”


    “Can I perform miracles? Would the fire have gone out if I had spat on it?”


    Olga’s eyes were swollen with tears and she was black with smoke and soot. I laughed when I saw her.


    “You worked hard?” I asked.


    Her eyes filled with tears. Titoff said gloomily:


    “I don’t know what will happen now.”


    “You must begin the building anew,” I said.


    Such wrath took possession of my soul then that I could have dragged the logs myself and have begun building unaided, until the house should be ready again. If it was not possible to go against the will of God, it was at least possible to find out whether God was for me or against me.


    And again the roguery began. What ruses and wiles I thought out! Formerly I spent the nights in praying, but now I lay without sleep and worried how I could put one more ruble into my pocket. I threw myself entirely into these thoughts, although I knew how many tears flowed on account of me; how many times I stole the bread from the mouths of hungry ones; and how, perhaps, little children were starving to death on account of my avarice. Now, at the memory of it, I feel abhorrence and disgust and I laugh bitterly at my foolishness.


    The faces of the saints no longer looked down at me with pity and goodness, as before. But instead they spied on me, as Olga’s father did. Once I even stole a half ruble from the office of the village elder. So far had it gone with me.


    Once something special happened to me. Olga went up to me, put her delicate arms on my shoulders, and said:


    “Matvei, as surely as God’s alive, I love you more than anything in the world.”


    She spoke these holy words wonderfully simply, as a child would say, “ Mother.” Like the hero in the fairy tale, I felt myself grow strong, and from that hour she became indescribably dear to me. It was the first time she had said she loved me, and it was the first time that I had embraced her and kissed her, so that I lost myself in her and forgot myself —— as when I used to pray with all my heart.


    Toward October our house was finished. It looked like a plaid where the logs showed blackened by the fire. Soon we celebrated the wedding, and my father-in-law became duly drunk and laughed with a full throat, like Satan at some success. My mother-in-law was silent and smiled at us through her tears.


    “Stop crying!” Titoff roared at her. “What a son-in-law we have! Such a righteous one!”


    Then he swore at her thoroughly.


    We had important guests — the priest was there, of course, and the land commissioner, and two district elders, and various other pike among the carp. The village people had assembled under our windows, and among them Savelko made himself popular, for he was gay up to his last days. I sat at the window and heard the jingling of his balalaika and his thin voice pierced my ear. For though he was afraid to make his jokes too loud, still I heard him sing distinctly:


    


    “Hurry and drink till you burst,


    Eat yourself full till you split.”


    


    His jokes amused me, though I had something else to think about then. Olga nestled up to me and whispered:


    “If only all this eating and drinking were over!”


    The gluttony went against her, and to me, too, the sight of it was disgusting.


    When we were alone we burst into tears, sitting and embracing each other on the bed; we wept and laughed together at our great unforeseen happiness in our marriage. All night we did not sleep, but kissed each other and planned how we would live with each other. We lit the candle in order to see each other better.


    “We will live so that all will love us. It is good to be with you, Matvei.”


    We were drunk with our unutterable happiness, and I said to Olga:


    “May the Lord strike me dead, Olga, if on account of me you should weep other tears.”


    But she said to me:


    “I will bear everything from you. I will be your mother and your sister, my lonely one.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VI


    
      
    


    WE lived together in a dream. I worked automatically, saw nothing and did not wish to see anything. I hurried home to my wife and walked with her in the fields and in the woods.


    My past came back to me. I caught birds and our home became light and airy with the cages which were hung on the walls and the singing of the birds. My gentle wife loved them, and when I came home she told me how the tomtit behaved and how the cherry-finch sang.


    In the evening I read Minea or the Prologue, but more often I spoke to my wife of my childhood and of Larion and Savelko; how they sang songs to the Lord and how they talked about Him. I told her about crazy old Vlassi, who was dead by this time. I told her everything that I knew, and it seemed that I knew very much about man and birds and fish. I cannot describe my happiness in words, for a man who has never known happiness and only enjoys it for a little time, never can describe it.


    We went together to church and stood next to each other in a corner and prayed in unison. I offered prayers of thanks to God in order to praise


    Him, though not without secret pride, for it seemed to me that I had conquered God’s might and forced Him, against His will, to make me happy. He had given in to me and I praised Him for it:


    “Thou hast done well, O Lord,” I said, “but it is only just and right, what Thou hast done.”


    Oh, the miserable paganism of it!


    The winter passed like one long day of joy. One day Olga confided to me that she was to become a mother. It was a new happiness for us. My father-in-law murmured something indistinctly and my mother-in-law looked with pity at my wife.


    I began to think of bettering my condition a little; I decided to have a beehive, and I called it “Larion’s Garden,” so that it should bring me luck. Also, I planned to have a vegetable garden, and to breed song-birds, and I thought of doing things which would bring no harm to man. One day Titoff said to me, quite harshly:


    “You have become so sugar-coated, Matvei; see that you do not get sour. You will have a child in the summer. Have you forgotten that?”


    I had already wished to tell him the truth as I understood it then, so I said to him:


    “I have sinned as much as I wished. I have become like you in sins — just as you desired. But to become worse than you, that I will not.”


    “I do not understand what you mean,” he answered. “I only want to explain to you that seventy-two rubles a year for a man and a family is not much; and I will not permit you to squander my daughter’s dowry. You must consider things well. Your wisdom is in reality hatred of me because I am more clever than you. But that will help neither you nor me. Each one is a saint just so long as the devil doesn’t catch him.”


    I could have beaten him well, but out of consideration for Olga I restrained myself.


    In the village it was known that I did not get on well with my father-in-law, and the people began to look at me in a friendlier way. As for myself, happiness had made me more gentle, and Olga, too, was mild and good of heart.


    In order to save the peasants from loss I began to give in to them here and there; helped one and spoke up for another. The village is like a glass house, where every one can look in, and so pretty soon Titoff said to me:


    “You again wish to bribe God.”


    I decided to drop my work in the office and said to my wife:


    “I earn six rubles a month, and with my birds I can make more.”


    But the poor child became sad. “Do whatever you want,” she answered, “only let us not become beggars. I am sorry for my father,” she added. “He wanted to do the best by us, and has taken many sins upon his soul for our sakes.”


    “Ah, my dear one,” I thought, “his well-wishing weighs heavily enough on me.”


    Some days later I told my father-in-law that I was going to leave the office.


    “To become a soldier?” he asked, smiling ironically.


    I was hurt to the quick. I felt that he was ready to do anything against me, and it would not be difficult for him to harm me, considering who his acquaintances were. If I became a soldier I would be lost. Even for the love he bore his daughter he would not save me.


    My hands became more and more tied. My wife wept in secret and went about with red eyes “ What is the matter, Olga?” I asked her.


    And she answered: “ I do not feel well.”


    I remembered the oath I had made to her, and I became ashamed and embarrassed. One step and my problem would be settled, but I pitied the beloved woman. Had I not had Olga on my hands I would have even become a soldier to get out of Titoff’s clutches.


    Toward the end of June a son was born to us, and again for some time I was as if dazed. The travail was difficult, Olga screamed, and my heart almost burst with fear. Titoff looked into the room gloomily, though most of the time he stood in the court and trembled. He leaned against the staircase, wrung his hands, let his head hang and muttered to himself:


    “She will die. My whole life was useless. O Lord, have mercy! When you shall have children, Matvei, then you will know my pain and you will understand my life; and you will cease to curse others for their sins.”


    At this moment I really pitied him. I walked up and down the court and thought:


    “Again Thou threatenest me, O Lord. Again Thy hand is raised against me. Thou shouldst give me time to better myself and to find the straight path. Why art Thou so miserly with Thy grace? Is it not in Thy goodness that all Thy strength and power lie?”


    When I remember these words now I grow ashamed at my foolishness.


    My child was born and my wife became changed. Her voice was louder, her body taller, and in her attitude toward me there was a change, too. She counted every bite she gave me, although she was not exactly stingy. She gave alms less and less often and always reminded me of the peasants’ debts to us. Even if it were only five rubles, she thought it worth while to remind me of it. At first I thought, “that will pass.”


    I became more and more interested in the breeding of my birds. I went twice a month to town with my cages and brought five rubles or more each time I returned. We had a cow and a dozen hens. What more did we want?


    But Olga’s eyes had an unpleasant light in them. When I brought her a gift from town she reproached me:


    “Why did you do that? You should rather have saved the money.”


    It was hard to bear, and in order to get over it, I worked the harder among my birds. I went into the woods, laid the net and the snares, stretched myself out on the ground, whistled low and thought. My soul was quiet; not a wish stirred in me. A thought arose, moved my heart and vanished again into the unknown, as a stone sinks into the sea. It left ripples on my soul; they were feelings about God.


    At such times I looked upon the clear sky, the blue space, the woods clothed in golden autumn garments or in silvery winter treasure, and the river, the fields and the hills, the stars and the flowers, and saw them as God. All that was beautiful was of God and all that was of God was related to the soul.


    But when I thought of man, my heart started as a bird does when frightened in its sleep. I was perplexed and I thought about life. I could not unite the great beauty of God with the dark, poverty-stricken life of man. The luminous God was somewhere far off, in His own strength, in His own pride. And man, separated from Him, lived in wretchedness and want.


    Why were the children of God sacrificed to misery and hunger — Why were they lowered and dragged to the earth as worms in the mud? Why did God permit it? How could it give Him” joy to see this degradation of His own work?


    Where was the man who saw God and His beauty? The soul of man is blinded through the black misery of the day. To be satisfied is considered a joy; to be rich a happiness. Man looks for the freedom to sin; but to be free from sin, that is unknown to him. Where is there in him the strength of fatherly love, where the beauty of God? Does God exist? Where is the God-like?


    Suddenly I felt a hazy intuition, a slight thought. It encircled and hid everything. My soul became empty and cold, like a field in winter. At this time, I did not dare express my thoughts in words, but even if they did not appear before me clothed in words, still I felt their power and dreaded them, and was afraid, as a little child in a dark cave. I jumped up, took my hunting traps with me, and hurried from the house. To rid myself of my sickly fear, I sang as I hurried along.


    The people in the village laughed at me. A catcher of birds is not especially respected in the country, and Olga sighed heavily many times; for it seemed to her, too, that my occupation was something to be ashamed of. My father-in-law gave me long lectures, but I did not answer. I waited for autumn. Perhaps I would draw a lucky number and not have to serve in the military, and so escape this terrible abyss.


    My wife became with child again, and her sadness increased.


    “What is the matter, Olga?” I asked.


    At first she evaded the question and made believe that nothing was troubling her. But one day she embraced me and said:


    “I shall die, Matvei — I shall die in childbirth.”


    I knew that women often talk thus, still I was frightened. I tried to comfort her, but she would not listen to me.


    “You will remain alone again,” she said, “beloved by none. You are so difficult and so haughty toward all. I ask you for the sake of the children, don’t be so proud. We are all sinners, before God, and you also.”


    She spoke this way often to me, and I was wretched with pity and fear for her.


    As to my father-in-law, I had made a sort of truce with him, and he immediately made use of it in his own way:


    “Here, Matvei, sign this,” or “ Do not write that.”


    Things were coming to a climax. We were, close to the recruiting time, and a second child was soon expected. The recruits were making holiday in the village. They called me out, but I refused to go, and they broke my windows for me.


    The day came when I had to go to town to draw my lot. Olga was already afraid at this time to leave the house, and my father-in-law accompanied me and during the whole way he impressed it upon me what trouble he had taken for me, how much money he had spent and how everything had been arranged for my benefit.


    “Perhaps it is all in vain,” I said.


    And so it was. My number came along the last, and I was free. Titoff could hardly believe my luck and he laughed at me gloomily.


    “It seems really that God is with you.”


    I did not answer, but I was unspeakably happy. My freedom meant everything to me — everything that oppressed my soul. And above all, it meant freedom from my dear father-in-law.


    At home Olga’s joy was great. She wept and laughed, the dear one; praised and caressed me as if I had killed a bear.


    “God be praised,” she said; “now I can die in peace.”


    I poked fun at her, but at the bottom of my heart I felt badly, for I knew that she believed in her death — a ruinous belief, which destroys the life force in man.


    Three days later her travail began. For two long days she suffered horrible agony, and on the third day it was ended, after giving birth to a still-born child — ended as she had believed, my dear, sweet one.


    I do not remember the burial, for I was as if blind and deaf for some time afterward. It was Titoff who woke me. I was at Olga’s grave, and I can see him now as he stood before me and looked into my face, and said:


    “So, Matvei, it is for the second time that we meet near the dead. Here our friendship was born. Here it should be strengthened anew.”


    I looked about me as if I had found myself on earth for the first time. The rain drizzled, a mist surrounded everything, in which the bare trees swayed and the crosses on the tombstones swam and vanished. Everything looked dressed, garbed in cold, and in a piercing dampness which was difficult to breathe, as if the rain and the mist had sucked up all the air.


    “What do you want? Go away from here,” I said to Titoff.


    “I want you to understand my pain. Perhaps because I hindered you from living out your own life God has now punished me by taking away my daughter.”


    The earth under my feet was melting and turned into sticky mud, which seemed to drag down my feet. I clutched him, threw him on the ground as if he were a sack of bran.


    “Damn you!” I shouted.


    A mad, wild period began for me. I could not hold my head up. I was as if struck down by some strong hand and lay stretched out powerless on the ground. My heart was full of pain and I was outraged with God. I looked up at the holy images and hurried away as fast as I could, for I wanted to quarrel, not to repent. I knew that according to the law I had to do penance and should have said:


    “Thy will, be done, O Lord. Thy hand is heavy, but righteous; Thy wrath is great yet beneficent.”


    My conscience did not let me say such words. I remained standing, lost in my thoughts, and was unable to find myself.


    “Has this blow fallen upon me,” I thought, “ because I doubted Thy existence in secret?”


    This thought terrified me and I found excuses for myself:


    “It was not Thy existence that I doubted, but Thy mercy; for it seemed to me that we are all abandoned by Thee without help and without guidance.”


    My soul was unbearably tortured; I could not sleep; I could do nothing. At night dark shadows tried to strangle me. Olga appeared before me. My heart was overcome with fear and I had no more strength to live.


    I decided to hang myself.


    It was night. I lay dressed on my bed. I glanced about me. I could see my poor, innocent wife before me, her blue eyes shining with a quiet light and calling me. The moon shone through the window and its bright reflection lay upon the floor and only increased the darkness in my soul.


    I jumped up, took the rope from my bird snare, hammered a nail into the beam of the roof, made a noose and fixed the chair. I had already taken off my coat and tom off my collar, when suddenly I saw a little face appear indistinctly and mysteriously on the wall. I could have screamed with fear, though I understood that it was my own face which looked back at me from Olga’s round mirror. I looked insane — so distracted and wretched, with my hair wild, my cheeks sunken in, my nose sharp, my mouth half open as with asthma, and my eyes agonized, full of a deep, great pain.


    I pitied this human face; I pitied it for the beauty that had gone out of it, and I sat down on the bench and wept over myself, as a child who is hurt. After those tears the noose seemed something to be ashamed of, like a joke against myself. And in wrath I tore it down and threw it into the corner of the room. Death was also a riddle, but I had not yet answered the riddle of life!


    What should I do? Some more days passed. It was as if I were seeking peace. I must do penance, I thought, and I gritted my teeth and went to the priest.


    I visited him one Sunday evening, just as he and his wife were at table drinking tea. Four children sat around them. Drops of sweat shone on the dark face of the priest, as scales on a fish.


    “Sit down,” he said, good-naturedly, “ and drink some tea with us.”


    The room was warm and dry; everything was clean and in order. It occurred to me how negligent this priest was in the performance of his church duties, and the thought came to me, “ This, then, is his church.” —


    I was not sufficiently humble.


    “Well, Matvei, you suffer?” the priest asked.


    “Yes,” I answered.


    “Ah, then you must say the Forty-Day prayers. Does she appear in dreams to you?”


    “Yes.”


    “Then only the Forty-Day prayer will help you. That is certain.”


    I remained silent. I could not speak before the wife of the priest. I did not like her. She was a large, stout, short-winded woman, with a broad, fat face. She lent money on interest.


    “Pray earnestly,” the priest said to me. “ And do not eat your heart. It is a sin against the Lord. He knows what He does.”


    “Does He really know?” I asked.


    “Certainly. Oh, oh, my young man, I know well that you are proud toward people, but do not dare to carry your pride against the laws of God. You will be punished a hundredfold more severely. This sour stuff which ferments in you comes from the time of Larion, does it not? I know the heresies which he committed when he was drunk — remember this!” Here the priest’s wife interrupted:


    “They should have sent that Larion to a monastery, but the father was too good and did not even complain about him.”


    “That is not true,” I answered. “He did complain, but not on account of his opinions, but because of his negligence, for which the father himself was to blame,”


    We began to quarrel. First he reproached me for my insolence, and then he began talking about things which I knew just as well as he, but the meaning of which, in his anger, he changed. And then they both began, he as well as his wife, to insult me.


    “You are both rascals,” they cried, “you and your father-in-law! You have robbed the church. The swampy field belonged to the church from time — immemorial, and that is why God has punished, you.”


    “You are right,” I said. “The swampy field was taken from you unjustly. But you yourself had taken it away from the peasants.”


    I rose and wanted to go.


    “Stop!” cried the priest, “and the money for the Forty-Day prayer?”


    “It is not necessary,” I answered.


    I went out and thought: “Here you have found comfort for your soul, Matvei.”


    Three days later, Sasha, my little son, died. He had mistaken arsenic for sugar, and eaten it.


    His death made no impression on me. I had become cold and indifferent to everything.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VII


    
      
    


    I DECIDED to go to a town, where an archbishop lived — a pious, learned man, who disputed continually with the Old Believers about the true faith and was renowned for his wisdom. I told my father-in-law that I was going away and that he could have my house and all that I possessed for a hundred rubles.


    “No,” he answered, “ that is not the way to do business. You must sign me a note for half a year for three hundred rubles.”


    I signed it, ordered my passport and began my trip. I walked on foot, for I thought that thus the confusion in my soul would subside. But although I walked to do penance, still my thoughts were not with God. I was afraid and angry with myself. My thoughts were distorted and they fell apart like worn-out cloth. The sky was dark above me.


    With great difficulty I reached the Archbishop. A servant, a pretty, delicate youngster, who received the visitors, would not let me enter. Four times he sent me back, saying:


    “I am the secretary. You must give me three rubles.”


    “I won’t give you a three-kopeck piece,” I said.


    


    “Then I won’t let you in.”


    “All right. Then I’ll go in myself.”


    He saw that I was determined not to give in to him.


    “Well, then, come in,” he said. “I was only joking. You are a funny fellow.”


    He led me into a little room, where a gray old man sat coughing in a corner of a divan, dressed in a green cassock. His face was wrinkled and his eyes were very stern and set deep in his forehead.


    “Well,” I thought, “he can tell me something.”


    “What do you want?” he asked me.


    “My soul is troubled, father.”


    The secretary stood behind me and whispered:


    “You must say ‘your reverence.’”


    “Send the servant away,” I said. “It is difficult for me to speak when he is here.”


    The Archbishop looked at me, bit his lip and ordered:


    “Go behind the door, Alexei. Well, what have you done?”


    “I doubt God’s mercy,” I answered.


    He put his hand on his forehead, looked at me for some time and then muttered in a singing voice: “What? What’s that? You fool!”


    There was no need to insult me, and perhaps he did not mean it in that way. Our superiors insult people more out of habit and foolishness than from ill will. I said to him: —


    “Hear me, your reverence.”


    I sat down on a chair. But the old man motioned with his hands and shouted:


    “Stand up! Stand up! You should kneel before me, impious one!”


    “Why should I kneel? If I am guilty, I should kneel before God, not before you.”


    He became enraged. “ Who am I? What am I to you? What am I to God?”


    I was ashamed to quarrel with him on account of a bagatelle, so I knelt. He threatened me with his finger and said:


    “I will teach you to respect the clergy!”


    I lost my desire to talk with him, but still, before the desire had entirety gone, I began to speak, and I forgot his presence. For the first time in my life I expressed my thoughts in words, and I was astonished at myself. Suddenly I heard the old man cry out:


    “Keep still, wretched one!”


    I felt as if I had suddenly come up against a wall while running. He stood over me, shaking his hands threateningly at me, and muttered:


    “Do you know what you are saying, you crazy fool? Do you appreciate your blasphemies, wretched one? You lie, heretic! You did not come to do penance. You came as a messenger from the devil to tempt me!”


    I saw that it was not wrath, but fear that played in his face. He trembled, and his beard and his hands, which were held out to me, were shaking. I, too, was frightened.


    “What is your reverence saying?” I asked. “I believe in God.”


    “You lie, you mad dog!”


    He threatened me with the wrath and the vengeance of God, but he spoke in a low tone, and his whole body trembled so that his cassock flowed like green waves. He placed before my spirit a threatening, gruesome God, severe in countenance, wrathful in spirit, poor in mercy, and like the old God Jehovah in sternness. I said to the archbishop:


    “Now you, yourself, have fallen into heresies. Is this then the Christian God? Where have you hidden Christ? Why do you place before man the stern Judge instead of the Friend and the Helper?” He clutched my hair and shook me to and fro, saying, haltingly:


    “Who are you, crazy one? You should be brought to the police, to prison, to a monastery, to Siberia!”


    I came to myself. It was clear to me that if man called in the police to protect his God, then neither he nor his God could have much strength, and much less beauty. I arose and said:


    “Let me go.”


    The old man fell back and spoke breathlessly.


    “What are you going to do?”


    “I will go away, I can learn nothing here. Your words are dead and you kill God with them.”


    He began to speak about the police again; but it was all the same to me. The police could not do anything worse than what he had already done. “Angels serve for the glory of God, not the police,” I said; “but if your faith teaches you something else, then stick to your faith.”


    His face became green, and he jumped at me. “ Alexei,” he called, “throw him out!”


    And Alexei threw me out on the street with great vigor.


    It was evening. I had spent fully two hours talking with the old archbishop. The streets were in semi-darkness, and the picture was not joyful. Everywhere there were noisy crowds, talk and laughter. It was holiday time, the feast of the Three Wise Men. Weakly I walked along and looked into the faces of the people. They angered me and I felt like shouting out to them:


    “Hey, you people, what are you so satisfied about? They are murdering your God. Take care!”


    I walked along in my misery as one drunk, and did not know where I was going. I did not want to go to my inn, for there was noise and drinking. I went out into the farthest suburb. Little houses stood there, whose yellow windows looked out upon the fields, and the winds played with the snow about them, and whistled and covered them up.


    I wanted to drink — to get very drunk; but alone, without people. I was a stranger to all and was guilty before all. “ I will cross this field,” I thought, “and see where it leads to.”


    Suddenly a woman came out of a gate, dressed in a light dress and with a shawl as her only protection against the cold. She looked into my face and asked:


    “What is your name?”


    I understood that she was guessing her future husband.


    “I will not tell you my name. I am an unhappy man.”


    “Unhappy?” she asked, laughing. “Now, in the holiday season?”


    I did not like her gaiety.


    “Is there no inn here in the neighborhood?” I asked. “I would like to rest and warm myself a bit. It is cold.”


    She looked at me searchingly and said in a friendly tone:


    “There, farther on, you will find an inn. But if you wish, you can come to us and get a glass of tea.”


    Indifferently and without thinking, I followed her. I came to the room. On the wall in the corner burned a little lamp, and under the holy images sat a stout old woman, chewing something. A samovar was on the table; everything seemed cozy and warm.


    The woman asked me to sit down at the table. She was young, with red cheeks and a high bosom. The old woman looked at me from her corner and sniffed. She had a large, withered face, almost, it seemed, without eyes.


    I was embarrassed. What was I doing here? Who were they? I asked the young woman:


    “What do you do?”


    “I make lace.”


    True. On the wall were hung bunches of bobbins. Suddenly she laughed boldly and looked me straight in the face, and added:


    “And then, I walk some.”


    The old woman laughed coarsely: “What a shameless hussy you are, Tanka!”


    Had the old woman not said that, I would not have understood Tatiana’s words. Now I knew what she meant, and became ill at ease. It was the first time in my life I had seen a loose girl, near-to, and naturally I did not think well of such women. Tatiana laughed.


    “See, Petrovna, he blushes,” she said.


    I became angry. “And so I have fallen in here —— from penance right into sin,” I thought. I said to the girl:


    “Docs one boast of such an occupation?”


    She answered boldly: “I boast of it.”


    The old woman began to sniff again: “Oh, Tatiana, Tatiana!”


    I did not know what to say or how to go away from them. No excuse came to me.


    I sat there silent. The wind rattled on the windows, the samovar sang and Tatiana began to tempt me.


    “Oh, it’s hot,” she said, and unbuttoned the collar of her waist.


    She had a pretty face and her eyes attracted me in spite of her bold expression. The old woman put vodka on the table, a bottle of “ordinary,” and also some cherry brandy.


    “That’s good,” I thought to myself. “I will drink some, pay and then go.”


    “Why are you so miserable?” Tatiana asked suddenly.


    I could not restrain myself and answered:


    “My wife is dead.”


    Then she asked very low: “When did she die?”


    “Only five weeks ago.”


    The girl buttoned her waist and became more reserved. It pleased me. I looked into her face and said to myself:


    “Thank you.”


    Though my heart was heavy, yet I was young and was used to women. I had two years of married life behind me. But the old woman said, gasping:


    “Your wife is dead — that is nothing much. You are young and there are women enough. The streets are full of them.”


    Here Tatiana said to her sternly:


    “Go to bed, Petrovna. I will escort our guest and will lock up.”


    When the old woman was gone, she asked me earnestly and in a friendly way:


    “Have you relatives?”


    “None.”


    “And friends?”


    “No friends.”


    “What are you going to do then?”


    “I do not know.”


    She became thoughtful, stood up and said:


    “Listen. I see that you are in despair. I advise you, don’t go out alone. You followed me in here at my first word. You might have fallen in somewhere where you could not get out so easily. Better remain here over night. There is a bed here. Spend the night here, in heaven’s name. If you do not wish to do it for nothing, give something to Petrovna — as much as you wish; and if I am in your way, then say so frankly and I will go.”


    I liked her words and also her eyes. I could not suppress a feeling of joy and I said to myself, smiling:


    “Oh, that archbishop!”


    “What archbishop?” Tatiana asked, surprised.


    I was confused and did not know what to say.


    “That is just an expression of mine,” I answered. “That is, not really an expression; only very often there is an archbishop who appears in my dreams.”


    “Well, good night,” she said.


    “Not yet,” I answered quickly. “Don’t go away, I beg of you. Remain here a little longer, if it is no trouble to you.”


    She took her place again and smiled.


    “Very gladly. It is no trouble.”


    She asked me if I would drink a glass of vodka or tea, and whether I wished to eat. Her sincere friendliness brought the tears to my eyes, and my heart became as happy as a bird on a spring morning when the sun rises.


    “Excuse me for my plain words,” I said, “ but I would like to know if it is true what you told me about yourself a little while ago? Or did you wish to joke with me?”


    She frowned and answered: “ Yes, I am one of them. Why do you ask?”


    “It is the first time in my life that I have seen such a girl, and I am ashamed.”


    “What are you ashamed of? I am not sitting naked.” And she laughed low and caressingly.


    “Not on your account,” I answered. “I am ashamed on my own account — because of my stupidity.”


    And I told her frankly my opinion of her class of girls. She listened quietly and attentively.


    “There are various kinds among us,” she said. “ There may be some who are even worse than you think. You believe people altogether too readily.”


    I could not get the thought out of my head how such a girl could sell herself, and I asked her again: “ Do you do it from necessity?”


    “At first,” she answered, “I was deceived by a handsome young fellow. To spite Kim I got another one, and so I fell into the play. And now it happens many times that I do it for the sake of a piece of bread.”


    She said it quite simply and there was no pity for herself in her words.


    “Do you go to church?” I asked.


    She started and became red all over. “The way to the church is forbidden to no one.”


    I felt that I had offended her and added hurriedly: “You misunderstood me. I know the gospels; I know of Mary Magdalene and of the sinner through whom the Pharisees tempted Christ. I only wished to ask you whether you were not angered against God for the life that you were leading; whether you did not doubt His goodness.”


    She frowned again, remained thoughtful, and said, surprised:


    “I do not know what God has to do with it.”


    “How then?” I asked. “Is He not our Shepherd and our Father in whose mighty hand the destiny of man rests?”


    And she answered: “I do no harm to people. What am I guilty of? And whom can it hurt that I lead an unclean life? Only myself.”


    I felt that she wished to say something good and true, but I could not understand her.


    “I alone am responsible for my sins,” she said, bowing to me and her whole face lighting up in a smile. “Besides, my sins do not appear so great. Perhaps what I am saying is not quite right, but I am speaking the truth. I go to church gladly.


    Our church has just been built, and it is so bright and sweet. And how our choir sings! Sometimes they touch the heart, so that I must weep. In the church the soul gets a rest from all worries.”


    She remained silent for some time, and then added: Of course, there are other reasons. The men see you there.”


    I was so astounded by what she said that she told me I had drops of sweat standing on my temples. I could not understand how all these things came together in her so simply and harmoniously.


    “Did you love your wife very much?” she asked me.


    “Yes, very much,” I answered, and her naïveté pleased me more and more.


    I began to tell her of my spiritual state, of my wrath against God, because he did not hold me back from sins and then unjustly punished me by the death of Olga. She became now pale and depressed, now red all over with eyes on fire, so that she excited me. For the first time in my life I let my thoughts sweep over the whole circle of human life as I saw it, and it appeared to me as something incoherent and wasteful, shameful in its evil and helplessness, its groaning and moaning and wailing.


    “Where are the Godlike?” I asked. “ People sit on each other’s backs, suck each other’s blood, and everywhere there is the brutal struggle for a piece of bread. Where is there room for the Godlike? Where is there room for goodness and love, strength and beauty? Although I am young, I was not born blind. Who is Christ, the God-child? Who has trampled the flowers which His pure heart has sown? Who has stolen the wisdom of His love?”


    I told her of the archbishop and how he had threatened me with his black God and how he, to protect his God, wanted to call in the police to help him.


    Tatiana laughed. I, too, found the archbishop quite laughable now. He looked to me like a green grasshopper who chirps and jumps about as if he were doing something, heaven knows how important, but when one examines more closely, then one sees that he himself does not believe in the truth of his work.


    She laughed at my words. Then the brow of the good girl became clouded.


    “I did not understand everything,” she said. “ Still, some of the things you said were terrible. You think so boldly about God.”


    “One cannot live without seeing God,” I said.


    “True,” she answered. “ But you seem to be having a hand-to-hand fight with Kim. Is that allowed? That the life of man is difficult is true enough. I myself have thought at times, ‘ Why should it be?’ But listen to what I am going to tell you. Right here in the neighborhood is a nunnery where a hermitess, a very wise old woman, lives. She speaks beautifully about God. You ought to visit her.”


    “Why not?” I asked. “ I will go to her. I am going everywhere — to all righteous people, to seek peace.”


    “And I will go to sleep,” she said, giving me her hand. “You, too, go to bed.”


    I pressed her hand, shook it warmly, and said to her from the fulness of my heart:


    “I thank you; what you have given me I do not yet know how to value, still I feel that you are a good girl, and I thank you.”


    “For heaven’s sake, what are you saying?” she asked. She became embarrassed and blushed all over. “I am so glad,” she went on, “that you feel better.”


    I saw that she was truly pleased. What was I to her? And yet, she was happy for having made a stranger feel better.


    I put out the lamp, lay down on the bed, and said to myself:


    “I fell into a real holiday celebration quite unexpectedly.”


    Though my heart was not much lighter, nevertheless I felt that something new and good was born within me. I saw Tatiana’s eyes, which now looked enticingly, now earnestly, but from which there spoke more of the human heart than of the woman, and I thought of her in pure joy. And to think so about any one — is it not to make holiday?


    I decided that to-morrow I would buy her a gold ring with a blue stone, but later I forgot about it. Thirteen years have passed since that day, and when I think of the girl I always regret that I did not buy her the ring.


    In the morning she knocked on the door.


    “Time to get up.”


    We met as old friends and sat down to drink tea together. She urged me to go to the hermitess and I promised to do so. Saying farewell to each other heartily, we went together as far as the gate.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VIII


    
      
    


    I FELT as alone in the city as in the wide steppes. There were thirty-three versts to the monastery, and I immediately started on my way to it and on the next day I said early mass there.


    Around me were nuns, a whole black crowd, as if a mountain had fallen apart and its broken pieces were lying about in the church.


    The monastery was rich. There were many sisters, all rather heavy, with fat, white, soft faces, as if made of dough. The priest said mass energetically, but a little too hurriedly. He had a good bass, was large and broad and seemed well fed.


    The nuns in the choir were every one of them pretty, and sang wonderfully. The tapers wept their white tears and their flames trembled with pity for men.


    “My soul struggles to reach Thy temple, Thy holy temple,” their young voices sang out humbly.


    Out of habit I repeated the words of the litany, but my eyes wandered and I tried to pick out the hermitess. There was no reverence in my heart, and it hurt me to admit it, for I had not come here to play. My soul was empty and I tried to collect my self. Everything in me was confused and my thoughts wandered, one after the other. I saw a few emaciated faces, half-dead old women, who stared at the holy images and whose lips moved but made no sound.


    After mass I walked around the church. The day was bright and the white snow reflected the glistening rays of the sun, while on the branches the tit-mice piped and sent the hoar-frost from the twigs. I walked to the churchyard wall and looked out into the distance. The monastery stood on the mountain, and before it Mother Earth was spread out, richly dressed in its silvery blue snow. The little villages on the horizon looked sad, the wood was cut through by streams, and the pathways wound in and out like ribbons which some one had lost. Over all, the sun sent its slanting winter rays and stillness, peace and beauty were everywhere.


    A little later I stood in the cell of Mother Fevronia. I saw a little old woman with browless eyes, who wept constantly. On her face, with its myriad wrinkles, a good-natured, unchanging smile trembled. She spoke low, almost in a whisper, and in a singsong tone.


    “Do not eat apples before the day of the Lord. Wait till the Lord in His love has made them ripe; until the seeds are black.”


    “What does she mean by that?” I thought to myself.


    “Respect your father and mother,” she continued.


    “I have no father or mother,” I said.


    “Then pray for the peace of their souls.”


    “Maybe they are still alive.”


    She wiped the tears from her eyes and looked at me with a pitying smile. Then again she began shaking her head and continued in her singsong:


    “The Lord God is good; He is righteous toward all and covers all with His rich bounty.”


    “That is just what I doubt,” I said.


    I saw that she started, her arms sank, and she remained silent, while her eyes continued to sparkle. Then she controlled herself and sang on, quite low: “ Remember that prayers have wings which fly even faster than birds and reach the throne of the Lord. No one has yet entered heaven on his own horse.”


    This much I understood: that she represented God to herself as some noble lord, good natured and lovable, but still, according to her opinion, bound by no law. She expressed all her thoughts in allegories which, to my disappointment, I could not understand. I bowed and went my way.


    “Here they have broken the Lord God into many pieces,” I thought to myself, “ each one to his own need. One makes Him good-natured, the other stern and dark. And the priests have hired Him as their clerk and pay Him with the smoke of incense for His support. Only Larion had an infinite God.”


    Several nuns passed me, drawing a sleigh full of snow, and tittered. My heart was heavy and I did not know what to do. I went out from the gate. All without was still. The snow sparkled and shone, the frost-covered trees stood motionless, and heaven and earth seemed sunk in thought and looked in a friendly manner at the quiet monastery. A fear arose in me lest I break this stillness with my cries.


    The bells called to vespers — what sweet chimes! They were soft and coaxing, but I had no desire to enter the church. I felt as if my head were full of sharp little nails. Suddenly I made the resolution:


    “I shall enter a monastery with severe regulations. There I shall live alone in a solitary cell; will reflect and read books, and perhaps I shall in this loneliness become the master of my scattered soul.”


    A week later I found myself before the Abbot of the small monastery of Sabateieff. I liked the Abbot. He was a good-looking man, gray headed and bald, with red, firm cheeks and a promising look in his eyes.


    “Why do you flee the world, my son?” he asked me.


    I explained to him that the death of Olga disturbed the peace of my soul, but further I did not dare say anything. Something seemed to hold me back from speaking.


    He pulled at his beard, looked at me searchingly and said:


    “Can you pay the initiation fee?”


    “I have about a hundred rubles with me.”


    “Give them to me. Now go into the guest room.


    To-morrow, after the noonday service, I will speak to you.”


    The care of strangers fell to the lot of Father Nifont, and him, too, I liked.


    “Everything is very simple in our monastery,” he said. “It is democratic. We all work equally in serving God, not as in other places. True, we have a gentleman here, but he does not mix with any one or bother us in any way. You can find peace and rest for your soul here and attain blessedness.”


    By the following day I had examined the monastery well. In former times it must have stood in the center of the wood, but now everything around it was hewn down. Only here and there in front of the gates a few tree trunks stood out from the ground. Toward the side the wood reached up to the very walls of the monastery and embraced, as with two black wings, the blue-domed church and the monastery. Nearby lay Blue Lake under its ice cover, formed like a half moon. It was nine versts from end to end and four versts wide. Behind it one could see the land on the other side, and the three churches of Kudejaroff, and the golden cupola of St. Nicholas of Tolokontzeff. On our side of the lake, not far from the monastery, was the hamlet of Kudejaroff, with its three and twenty little huts, and around it lay the mighty forests.


    All was beautiful, and a quiet peace filled my soul. Here I would hold communion with the Lord; would unfold before Him my innermost soul, and would ask Him with humble insistence to show me the way to the knowledge of His holy laws.


    In the evening I attended vespers. The mass was said severely and according to rule, and with ardor. But the singing did not please me; good voices were lacking.


    “O Lord, forgive me if my thoughts about Thee were too bold,” I prayed. “I did not do it out of lack of faith, but because of love and passion for the truth, as you know, O Omniscient One!”


    Suddenly the monk who stood near me turned and smiled at me. Evidently I had spoken my repentant words too loud. As he smiled I looked at him. Such a handsome face! I let my head sink and closed my eyes. Never, either before or since, have I seen so handsome a face. I stepped lightly forward, placed myself next to him and looked into his wonderful countenance. It was as white as milk and framed in a black beard sprinkled here and there with gray. His eyes were large, and they had a soft mellow light and a bright expression. His figure was well built and tall; his nose a little bent like an eagle’s, and his whole bearing was distinguished and noble. He made so deep an impression on me that even at night he stood before me in my dreams.


    Early in the morning Father Nifont woke me.


    “The Abbot has assigned you some test work. Go to the bakery. This worthy brother here will take you there. He will be your superior in the future. Here, take your cloistral robes.”


    I put on a monk’s garb. They fitted me well, but were worn and dirty and the sole from one boot was loose.


    I looked at my superior. He was broad-shouldered and awkward, with his forehead and cheeks full of pimples and pockmarks, from which sprouted little bunches of gray hair; his whole face looked as if it were covered with sheep’s wool; he would have been laughable were it not for the deep folds on his forehead, his compressed lip and his little, dark, blinking eyes.


    “Hurry up!” he said to me.


    His voice was harsh and cracked, like a broken bell.


    “This is Brother Misha.” Father Nifont introduced him, smiling. “ Well, go, and God be with you.”


    We walked out into the court. It was dark. Misha stumbled over something and swore horribly. Then he asked me:


    “Can you knead dough?”


    “I have seen the women knead,” I answered.


    “Women!” he muttered. “ You’re always thinking about women! Always women! On account of them the world is accursed, don’t you forget that!”


    “The mother of God was a woman,” I said.


    “Well?”


    “And also there are very many-virtuous women.”


    “If you speak like that the devil will surely drag you to hell.”


    “Anyway, he is a serious man,” I thought to myself.


    We arrived at the bakery and he made the fire. There were two large kneading troughs covered with sacks, a large flour bin nearby, a big sack of rye and a bag of wheat. Everything was dirty and filthy, and cobwebs and gray dust lay over all. Misha tore the sack off from one of the troughs, threw it on the earth, and commanded:


    “Well, come and learn! Here is the dough. Do you see those bubbles? That means it is ready — it has already risen.”


    He took a sack of flour as if it were a three-year-old youngster, bent it over the edge of the trough, cut it open with his knife and cried as though at a fire:


    “Pour four pails of water here and then knead!”


    He was white like a tree with hoarfrost.


    I threw off my cassock and rolled up my sleeves. He shouted:


    “Not that way! Take off your trousers! With your feet!”


    “I haven’t taken a bath for a long time,” I said.


    “Who asked you about that?”


    “How can I, then, with dirty feet?”


    “Am I your pupil,” he roared, “or are you mine?”


    He had a large mouth, and strong, broad teeth, and long arms, which he waved angrily in the air.


    “Well,” I thought, “ the devil take you; I don’t care.”


    I wiped my feet with a wet cloth, stepped into the kneading trough and began to work the dough, while my teacher ran here and there, grumbling.


    “I will teach you to bend, my little mother’s son. I will teach you humility and obedience!”


    I kneaded one trough, began another, and when that was done, started on the wheat, which is kneaded with the hands. I was a strong fellow, but was not used to the work. The flour filled my nose, my mouth, my ears and eyes, so that I became deaf and blind; and the sweat kept dropping from my forehead into the dough.


    “Haven’t you a piece of cloth,” I asked, “to wipe the sweat off?”


    Misha became raging mad. “ We will get you velvet towels. The monastery has been standing 230 years, and has only been waiting for your new orders.”


    I had to laugh, unwillingly. “ I am not kneading the dough for myself,” I said. “There are others who have to eat the bread.”


    He walked up to me, bristling like a porcupine and every part of him trembling.


    “Take a sack and wipe yourself, if you are so tender. But I will tell the Abbot about your impudence.”


    I was so surprised at this man that I could not be angry at him. He worked unceasingly, and the heavy two-hundred sacks were like little pillows in his hands. He was covered with flour, grumbled, swore and urged me on continually.


    “Hurry! Hurry!”


    I hurried till my head swam.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER IX


    
      
    


    THE first days of my cloistral novitiate were not easy. The bakery was in the cellar under the refectory; the ceiling was low and vaulted, and its one window was nailed tightly. The air was suffocating. The dust from the flour hung in the cellar like a thick mist, in which Misha trotted back and forth like a bear on a chain. The flame in the oven burned unclearly; it was a nightmare, not work.


    Only we two were down there, for it was seldom that any one was sent as a punishment to help us.


    There was no time even to attend religious services.


    Day after day Misha preached his sermon to me, and I felt as if I were being bound with stout ropes. He was all aflame and burned with wrath against the world, while I breathed in his words and I felt that my inmost heart was covered with soot.


    “You have nothing more to do with man,” he said. “ They continue to commit sins out there in the world, but you have left the world forever. If you separated from it with your body, then you must also flee it in spirit. You must forget it. If you think of man, you think unwillingly of woman. And through woman the world has sunk into darkness and sin and is bound eternally.”


    


    I wanted to say something, but no sooner did I open my mouth than he shouted at me:


    “Keep still! Listen attentively to what an experienced man has to say, and respect your elders! I know you were going to blab something about the mother of God again. But it was just on account of her that Christ died on the crucifix — because He was born of woman, and did not descend holy and pure from heaven. He was altogether too good to that nasty woman all his life, and he should have pushed the Samaritan into the well instead of conversing with her. And He should have been the first to throw a stone at the sinner. Then the world would have been free.”


    “That is not a church thought,” I said.


    “Again I tell you, keep still. The church is entirely in the hands of a pale clergy, who are slaves to all sorts of debauchery and who themselves go around in silk clothes like women in petticoats. They are all heretics. They should dance quadrilles, not dictate religious laws. Moreover, is it possible for a man with a wife to think upon God-like things with a pure heart? No, he cannot, for he is committing the terrible sin on account of which the Lord drove him out of the Garden of Eden. And because of this sin we are damned to eternal punishment; sentenced to howl and to gnash our teeth, and we are blinded by it so that we cannot see the countenance of God from one eternity to another. The clergy themselves help spread this sin, for they have children with women and encourage the world to follow their bad example. And thus they change all the laws of God to justify their violations of them.”


    This man made me feel as if I were surrounded by a stone wall, which came closer and closer around me. He brought the roof of the cellar sinking upon my head. I was oppressed and stifled by the dust of his words.


    “But,” I said, “ did not the Lord say, ‘Multiply and increase’?”


    Here my superior became blue in the face, stamped his feet on the ground, and roared like a beast:


    “He said! He said! How do you know what he meant by it, you blockhead? He said: ‘ Be fruitful and multiply and people the earth. I leave to you the power of Satan, and may you be damned now, and forever and through all eternity.’ That is what he said. And these cursed debauchees who call themselves the servants of God turned these words into a law of God. Do you understand their deceit and their vileness?”


    He fell on me like a mountain which crushed me and darkened everything about me. I could not believe him, yet I could not contradict his bigotry, and he confused me by the violence of his attacks. If I quoted a passage from the Scriptures he quoted three others and disarmed me. The Scriptures are like a field of many-colored flowers. If you desire red flowers you can find red ones; if white, they, too, are to be had.


    I remained silent, oppressed by his torrent of words, while he triumphed and his eyes glowed like a wolf’s. And all the time we toiled hard at our work. I kneaded and he rolled the dough, pushed the loaves into the oven, and took them out when they were ready. But I had to put them on the shelves, which burned my hands.


    I was all sticky with dough and covered with flour; I was blind and deaf and did not understand from sheer weariness what was said to me.


    Sometimes the monks came to visit us, said something mockingly and laughed. Misha barked at them all angrily, and drove them out of the bakery, and I felt scorched. I was wretched, for I did not like this being together with Misha, whom I not only did not love, but even feared. Many times he asked me:


    “Do you see naked women in your dreams?”


    “No,” I answered, “never.”


    “You’re lying! Why do you lie?”


    He became enraged, showed his teeth and threatened me with his fist.


    “You’re a liar and a rascal,” he shouted.


    I was only astonished. What is he saying there about naked women? A man works from three o’clock in the morning till ten at night and then lies down to sleep with bones aching like a beggar’s in winter — and he talks of women. Such were my thoughts.


    Once I went into the ante-room for yeast. It was a dark room in the cellar, opposite the bakery. I found the door unlocked and a lantern burning. I opened the door and saw Misha crawling on the ground on his stomach, and crying out:


    “Send them away, I implore Thee, Lord! Send them away! Deliver me!”


    Of course, I immediately went out, but I could not guess what it was about.


    He always spoke hatefully and insultingly about women, called all womankind vulgar and in real peasant fashion spat at them, clutching the air with his fingers as if in his mind’s eye he were tearing and pulling a woman’s body apart.


    I could not bear to hear him talk. I remembered my own wife and our happy tears the first night of our marriage, and the quiet, inner wonder with each other, and our great joy. Is it not Thy sweet gift to man, O Lord? I remembered Tatiana’s good heart and her simplicity, and I was hurt to tears for womankind. I thought to myself:


    “When the Abbot will call me for an interview, I shall tell him everything.”


    But he did not call me. The days passed one after another, like blind people in a wood along a narrow path, each one stumbling upon the other, and still the Abbot did not call me. Darkness was within me. At that time, in my twenty-second year, my first gray hair came.


    I wanted to speak with the handsome monk, but I saw him rarely and only for an instant. Now and then his proud countenance came before me and then vanished and my longing for him followed him like an invisible shadow. I asked Misha about him.


    “Oh,” Misha cried, “that one! That animal! He was sent away from the military for gambling in cards and from the seminary for his scandals with women. A learned one, yes! He fell into the seminary from the military, cheated all the monks in the monastery of Chudoff; then came here, bought himself in with seven and a half thousand rubles, donated land and so won great respect. Here, too; they play cards. The Abbot, the steward and the treasurer, they all play with him. There is a girl who visits him — oh, the pigs! He has a separate apartment, and there he lives just as he pleases. The great filth of it!”


    I did not believe him; I could not. One day I asked the steward, Father Isador, to help me gain an interview with the Abbot. “ An interview about what?”


    “About faith.”


    “What do you mean, ‘ about faith’?”


    “I have various questions.”


    He looked me over from head to toe. He was a head taller than I, thin, angular, with wise, smiling eyes, a long, crooked nose and a pointed beard.


    “Speak plainly; your flesh masters you?” Always of the flesh! Though I did not want to, nevertheless I told him of some of my doubts in a few words. He frowned, then smiled.


    “For this, my son, you should pray. By means of prayer you can heal the suffering of your soul. Still, in consideration of your love for labor, and because your request is so unusual, I will place the matter before the Abbot. Wait.”


    The word “unusual” surprised me. I felt that the expression was frivolous and there was hostility in it toward me.


    Then I was summoned to come before the Father Abbot, and he looked at me sternly as I bowed before him. He said in a tone of authority:


    “Father Isador told me of your desire to discuss the faith with me.”


    “I did not mean to argue,” I said.


    “Do not interrupt the speech of your elders. Every discussion which two people have about a subject is an argument, and every question is a seducer of thought, unless, of course, it is a subject which concerns itself with the daily life of the brotherhood — some commonplace subject. Here we have a working community. We work to subjugate the flesh, so that the soul, which lives in it temporarily, may devote itself wholly to the Lord, and thus pray and receive His mercy for the sins of the world. Our lot is not to gain cleverness, but to work. Cleverness is not necessary to us, only simplicity of soul.


    “Your discussions with Brother Misha are known to me, and I cannot approve of them. Limit the boldness of your thought so that you do not fall into temptation, for the aimless thoughts which are not bound down by faith are the keenest weapons of the devil. The mind comes from the flesh; bold thoughts from the devil; but the strength of the soul is a part of the spirit of God, and open-heartedness is given the righteous through meditation.


    “Brother Misha, your superior, is a strict monk, a true ascetic and brother, beloved by all for his work. I will punish you with a penance. After your day’s labor is done read the Acathistus to Christ at the altar on the left in front of the Crucifixion, three times during the night, for ten successive nights.


    “Added to this, you will also have to have interviews with the penance monk, Mardarie. The time and the number will be told you later.


    “You were a clerk on an estate, were you not? Go in peace. I will think about you. It seems that you have no relatives on this earth. Well, go, I will pray for you. We will hope for the best.”


    I returned to the bakery and began to weigh his words in my mind. That was easily done. Perhaps the mind does become scattered in its search. Still, to live like a sheep is hardly worthy nor right for man. At that time I understood “meditation in prayer” as a sinking into the depths of my own soul, where all the roots lay, and from which thoughts strove to grow upward, as fruit trees. I could not find anything in my soul which was hostile or not to be understood. All that was not to be understood I felt was in God, and all that was hostile was in the world — that is — outside of me.


    That the brothers loved Misha I knew to be absolutely untrue, for although I kept myself apart from all and did not mix in their conversations, still I noticed everything and saw that the vested monks as well as the novices disliked Misha and feared him and abhorred him.


    I saw also that the monastery was laid out on a purely business basis. They sold wood, they rented land to peasants and the right to fish on the lake; they had a mill, vegetable gardens, large orchards, and sold apples, berries and cabbages. Seventy horses stood in the stables, and the brotherhood was composed of a little over fifty men, all strong and hard workers. There were a few old men — only for parade — to show off before the pilgrims. The monks drank wine and mixed much with women. The young ones spent their nights in the village; and women came to the cells of the older ones, ostensibly to wash the floors; and of course the pilgrims were made use of also.


    But all this was not my affair and I could not judge them. I saw no sin in it, only a disgusting lie.


    Many novices came to the monastery, but the tests were so difficult that they could not endure them and deserted. During the two years that I spent in this holy place, eleven brothers escaped. They remained one or two months and fled. It seemed the life in the monastery was too difficult.


    For the pilgrims who came to the monastery there were, of course, all kinds of attractions. There were the chains of the deceased pious brother Joseph, which were a cure for rheumatism, and his little cap which, when put on the head, cured headaches. And there was a very cold spring in the wood, whose water was good for sickness in general. An image of the Assumption of the Virgin contained all kinds of wonders for believers, and the pious penance brother, Mardarie, could foretell the future and comfort the unhappy. Everything was as it should be, and in the spring, in the month of May, the people streamed here in crowds.


    After my conversation with the Abbot, I wanted to find another monastery, which would be simpler and where I need not work so hard, and where the monks would stand nearer to their real task — the understanding of the sins of this world. But several things happened which kept me back.


    One day I made the acquaintance of a novice named Grisha, who was employed in the office of the monastery. I had noticed him before. He walked quickly and noisily among the brothers, wore smoked glasses, had an insignificant face, an under-sized body, and walked with his head bent forward, as if he wanted to see nothing but his own path.


    The day after my conversation with the Abbot, Grisha came into the bakery. Misha had just gone to the brother treasurer to give his accounts. Grisha came in, greeted me low, and asked:


    “You were at the Abbot’s, brother?”


    “Yes.”


    “Did you talk with him?”


    “No.”


    “He sent you away?”


    “Why should he?”


    Grisha fixed his glasses, became confused and said.


    “I beg your pardon, in Christ’s name.”


    “Did he ever send you away?” I asked.


    He nodded affirmatively and sat down on the edge of the flour bin, bent forward, coughed dryly and beat the bin with a hook while I told him what the Abbot had said to me. Suddenly he jumped up, straightened to his full height as if on springs, and began to speak in his loud, plaintive, excited voice:


    “Why do they call this a place for the salvation of the soul when everything here is based upon money; when we live here for money, just as in the world outside? I fled to save myself from the sin of business, and again I fell upon business here. Where shall I flee now?”


    His whole body trembled, and he told me quickly the history of his life. He was the son of a merchant who owned a bakery, had graduated from a school of commerce, and was placed by his father in his business.


    “Were it some little nonsense,” he said, “ then, perhaps, I could deal in it. But with bread it was unpleasant and shameful to me. Bread is indispensable to all. One should not own it to make it the means of trade for human need. Perhaps my father would have broken me had his avarice not broken him. I had a sister, an academy student, gay and proud, who read books and was friendly with all the students. Suddenly my father said to her:


    “‘ Stop your studying, Elizabeth. I have found a husband for you.’


    “‘ I don’t want him,’ she answered.


    “But my father pulled her hair until my little sister gave in. The bridegroom was the son of a rich tea merchant — a cross-eyed, large man, vulgar and continually boasting of his wealth. Liza, next to him, looked like a mouse next to a dog. He disgusted her. But my father said:


    “‘ You fool, he has shops in many cities on the Volga.’


    “Well, they were married, and during the wedding supper she went to her room and shot herself in the breast. I found her still living, and she said to me: “ ‘ Good-by, Grisha. I want to live very much, but it is impossible! It is terrible! I can’t! I can’t!’” I remember that he talked very, very fast, as if he were running away from the past, while I listened and looked at the stove. Its brow was before me and it looked like some ancient and blind face whose black mouth licked with flames ate up the whistling and hissing wood. I saw Grisha’s sister in the fire and thought bitterly:


    “Why do people violate and destroy one another?”


    Grisha’s thick words fell one upon the other like dry leaves in autumn:


    “My father almost went out of his senses. He stamped his feet and cried: ‘ She has insulted her parents! Her soul is lost.’ Only after the burial, when he saw that all of Kazan followed Liza’s body and laid wreaths upon her tomb, did he come to himself. ‘ If all the people are for her,’ he said, ‘ it means that I behaved like a scoundrel toward my child!’”


    Grisha wept and dried his glasses, and his hands trembled.


    “Even before this misfortune befell us I wanted to enter a monastery, and I had said to my father:


    “‘ Let me.’


    “But he swore at me and beat me. Nevertheless, I said firmly:


    “‘ I will not do business. Let me go.’


    “He was frightened by Liza’s death, and gave me freedom, and now, in these four years, I have lived in three monasteries, and everywhere there is barter, and I have no place for my soul. They sell God’s earth and God’s word, His honey and His miracles. I cannot stand it any longer!”


    His story awoke my soul again, for I did little thinking while I lived in the monastery. I was so worn out by my labors, that my rebellious thought slumbered. Suddenly his words woke me. I asked Grisha: —


    “Where, then, is our God? There is nothing around us but the arbitrary and mad foolishness of man; nothing but the petty deceptions from which misfortunes arise. Where, then, is God?”


    But here Misha appeared and drove us out. From that day Grisha came to me often, and I told him my thoughts, which horrified him, and he counseled humility:


    “But why do people suffer so?” I asked.


    “For their sins,” he answered.


    To Mm everything came from the hands of God — famine, fire, violent death and floods — everything.


    “Can it be that God is the sower of misfortune on earth?” I asked.


    “Remember Job, insane one,” he whispered to me. “ Job has nothing to do with me,” I answered. “ I in his place would have said to God, ‘ Do not frighten me, but answer me clearly: Where is the way that leads to Thee? Am I not Thy son, made in Thy image? Don’t lower Thyself to repulse Thy child.’” Often Grisha wept at the foolishness of my audacity, and embracing me, he said:


    “My dear brother, I am frightened for you — terribly frightened. Your words and your reasonings are from the devil.”


    “I do not believe in the devil, for God is all-powerful.”


    Then he became even more excited. He was a pure and tender man, and I loved him.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER X


    
      
    


    IT was at this time that I performed the penance. After my day’s work I went to the church, where Brother Nikodime opened the door for me and locked me in, disturbing the stillness of the temple with the loud rattle of iron. I waited at the door till the last reverberation died away on the flagstones, then walked up quietly to the Crucifix and sat down upon the floor before it, for I was too weak to stand. Every muscle in my body ached from toil, and I had no desire to read the Acathistus.


    I sat down, clasped my knees and gazed about me with sleepy eyes and thought about Grisha and about myself. It was summer, and the nights were hot and close, but here, in the semi-darkness of the church, it was pleasantly cool. The lamps under the holy pictures twinkled and winked at each other, and the little blue flames tugged upward as if they wished to fly toward the cupola, or higher still, to heaven itself, to the stars of the summer night. The quiet crackling of the wicks could be heard, each with its own peculiar sound, and half asleep, it seemed to me that the church was filled with a secret, unseen life, which, under the flickering of the lamps, held communion with itself. In the warm stillness and darkness the faces of the saints floated meditatively, as if something unsolved were before them. Ghost-like shadows passed before my face and the delicate, sweet odor of oil and cypress wood and incense surrounded me. The gold and the bronze of the holy images appeared duller and simpler, the silver shone warm and friendly, and everything melted and swam fusing into a torrent large and wide as in a dream.


    Like a thick, sweet-smelling cloud, the church swung and swam to the low whispering of an indistinct prayer. I swung with it in a row of shadows, until a soft drowsiness took me up from the ground.


    Before the ringing of the bell for early mass, the silent Brother Nikodime would enter and wake me, touching me lightly on the head.


    “Go, in God’s name,” he would say, and I would answer:


    “Pardon me, I have fallen asleep again.”


    Then I would go out swaying, and Nikodime would support me and say hardly audibly:


    “God will pardon you, my benefactor.”


    Nikodime was an insignificant looking little old man, who hid his face from all and called every one his “ benefactor.” Once I asked him:


    “Say, Nikodimushke, are you silent because of a vow?”


    “No,” he answered; “ but just so.” Then he sighed. “ If I had anything to say, I would say it.”


    “Why did you leave the world?”


    “Because I left it.”


    If you questioned him further, he did not answer at all, but looked into jour face with guilty eyes, and said in a whisper:


    “I don’t know why, my benefactor.”


    At times I thought to myself: “Perhaps this man, also, had sought an answer at one time.”


    And I wanted to run away from the monastery. But here another gentleman appeared, starting up suddenly like a rubber ball against a fence. He was a strong, short, bold fellow, with round eyes like an owl’s, a bent nose, light curls, a bushy beard and teeth which shone in a continual smile. He amused all the monks with his jokes and his shameless stories about women. At night he had them come to the monastery, smuggled in vodka without end, and was marvelously handy at everything. I looked at him and said:


    


    “What do you seek in a monastery?”


    “I? Things to gobble.”


    “Bread is given to those who work.”


    “That,” he answered, “is a commandment from the peasants’ God, but I am a man from the town and have also served two years in the Council, and can count myself as one of the authorities.”


    I tried to understand this jester, for I had to see all the springs which moved different kinds of people.


    As I became more used to my work, Misha grew lazier, went off somewhere or other, and although it was more difficult for me alone, still it was more pleasant. People came freely to the bakery and we talked.


    Mostly we were three — Grisha, I and jolly Seraphim. Grisha would be excited and threatened me with his hands; Seraphim would whistle and shake his curls and smile. Once I asked him:


    “Seraphim, you vagabond, do you believe in God?”


    “I will tell you later,” he answered. “ Wait about thirty years. When I am in my sixties, I suppose I will know exactly what I believe. At present I understand nothing and I don’t want to lie.” He would tell us about the sea. He spoke about it as about a great miracle, using marvelous words, now quiet and loud; now with fear, and with love. And he glowed all over with joy which made him look like a star. When we listened to him we were silent and even heavy at heart at his stories of this vast, live beauty.


    “The sea,” he said with passion, “ is the blue eye of earth which looks out to the far heaven and meditates on infinite space. On its waves, which are as alive and sensitive as the soul, is reflected the play of the stars and their secret path; and if you watch for a long time the ebb and the flow of the sea, then the sky, too, appears like a far-off ocean, and the stars like islands.”


    Grisha listened, all pale, and smiled quietly, as if a moonbeam were playing on him, and he whispered sadly:


    “And before the countenance of this mystery and beauty we only barter — nothing more.”


    At other times Seraphim would tell us about the Caucasus. He pictured to us a land gloomy and exquisite, like a fairyland, where hell and heaven embraced, and were at peace, both equal and both proud in their majesty.


    “To see the Caucasus,” Seraphim said in ecstasy, “that means to see the pure countenance of the earth, on which without inconsistency there unite in a smile the delicate purity of the childlike soul and the proud audacity and wisdom of the devil. The Caucasus is the touchstone of man. Weak spirits are ground to dust there and tremble before the power of the earth; but the strong, on the other hand, feel their strength grow and become proud and exalted like the mountain whose diamond-studded summit sends down its rays into the depths of the celestial wilderness. And this summit is the throne of the thunder.


    Grisha sighed and asked in a low voice:


    “And who points out the path to the soul? Should one be in the world or go away from it? What should one accept and what reject? “ Seraphim smiled distractedly and luminously.


    “The glory of the sun is neither augmented nor diminished because you do not look at the sky, Grisha. Don’t bother about that subject, my dear friend.”


    I understood Seraphim, but not entirely. I asked him, a little hurt:


    “And as to people — what do you think about them? Why are they here?”


    He shrugged his shoulders and smiled, “People — are like weeds. There are various kinds among them. For those who are blind the sun is black; for those who are not happy with themselves, God is an enemy. Besides, people are young. To call three-year-old Jack, Mr. So-and-so is early a bit and doesn’t quite fit.”


    His mouth overflowed with such quotations. They dropped from his lips like leaves from an apple tree, just as with Savelko. If you asked him anything, he immediately overpowered you with his puns, as if he were strewing flowers on a child’s grave. His evasions made me angry, but he, the young devil, only laughed. At times I would say to him, irritated:


    “You are loafing here, you idle dog, eating bread for nothing.”


    “That is the way it is with us,” he answered. “He who eats his own bread remains hungry. Look at our peasants. All their life they sow wheat, yet dare not eat. You’re quite right. To work is not my specialty. You get sore bones from work, but never rich and healthy; just lie in bed and shirk and you get fat and wealthy. And even you, Matvei, would rather steal than forego a meal.”


    I argued with him, but toward the end I myself began to laugh.


    He was simple and straightforward, and that attracted me very much. He never made any pretensions, but said simply:


    “I am nothing but a little insect, and not very harmful at that. I only ask for bread that I be fed.”


    I saw that his whole make-up was very much like Savelko’s and I marveled how men could keep their clear spirits and their happy frame of mind in this maelstrom of life.


    Seraphim, next to Grisha, was like a clear day in spring compared to a day in autumn. Nevertheless, they grew more close to each other than to me. I was a little vexed at this. Soon they both went away together, Grisha having decided to go to Olonetz, and Seraphim said to me:


    “I will accompany him. Then I will rest a week and return to the Caucasus. You should come along with us, Matvei. In tramping you will find more quickly what you are seeking, or you will lose what you have in excess, which, perhaps, is just as well. They can’t bribe God away from the earth.”


    But I could not go along with them, for at that time I was having my interviews with Mardarie, and I was especially curious about this ascetic. I saw them off with great sadness, and my quiet evenings and my happy days went with them.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XI


    
      
    


    MARDARIE, the penance monk, lived in a pit in the stone wall behind the altar. In ancient times this hole was a secret place where the monastery treasure was hidden from robbers, and there had been a secret passage to it direct from the altar. The stone vault from this pit had been taken away, and now it was covered with thick, wooden planks, and underneath it was built a kind of light cage with a little window in the ceiling. There was a grating with a railing around it, through which the pilgrims looked at the ascetic. In a corner was a trap-door, from which spiral steps led down to Mardarie. It made one dizzy to go down them. The pit was deep, twelve steps down, and only one ray of light fell in, and this one did not reach the bottom but melted and faded away in the damp darkness of this underground dwelling. One had to look long and steadily through the grating to see somewhere in the depths of the darkness something still darker which looked like a large rock or a mound. That was the ascetic, sitting motionless.


    To go down to him the warm, odiferous dampness caught one, and for the first few seconds nothing could be seen. Then from the gloom would rise an altar and a black coffin, in which sat, bent over, a little, gray-haired old man in a dark shroud, decorated with white crosses, hilts, a reed and a lance, which lay helter-skelter and broken on his dried-up body. In the corner a round stove hid itself, and from it a pipe crawled out like a thick worm, while on the brick walls grew green scales of mildew. A ray of light pierced the darkness like a white sword, then rusted and broke apart.


    On a pile of shavings the ascetic swayed back and forth as a shadow, his hands resting on his knees and fingering a rosary. His head was sunk on his breast and his back was curved like a yoke.


    I remember that I went up to him, fell on my knees and remained silent. He, too, was silent for a long time, and everything about us seemed glutted with dead silence. I could not see his face, but only the dark end of his sharp nose. He whispered to me so that I could hardly hear:


    “Well?”


    I could not answer. Pity for this man who lay alive in his coffin oppressed and overcame me. He waited a little while, and then again asked me: “What is it? Speak.”


    He turned his face toward me. It was all dark, no eyes were to be seen; only white eyebrows and a mustache and beard, which were like mildew on the agonized and motionless countenance which was effaced by the darkness. I heard the rustling of his voice: —


    “You argue up there. Why do you argue?


    You should serve God humbly. What is there to argue about with God? You should simply love God.”


    “I love Him,” I answered.


    “Well, perhaps. He punishes you, but you must make believe that you see nothing and say, ‘ Praise be unto thee, O Lord.’ Say that always, and nothing more.”


    It was evident that it was difficult for him to speak, either from weakness or because he was unused to it. His words were hardly alive and his voice was like the trembling of the wings of a dying bird.


    I could not ask the old man anything, for I was sorry to disturb the peace of his death-waiting, and I feared to startle something; so I stood there motionless. From above the sound of bells leaked down, rocking the hair on my head, and I desired ardently to lift up my head toward the sky and gaze at it, but the darkness pressed down heavily on my neck and I did not move.


    “Pray,” he said to me, “ and I will pray for you.”


    He became silent again. All was quiet, and a terrible fear made my flesh creep and filled my breast with icy coldness. A little later he whispered to me:


    “Are you still here?”


    “Yes.”


    “I can’t see. Well, go, and God be with you. Don’t argue.”


    I went out quietly. When I reached the earth above and breathed the pure air, I was drunk with joy and my head swam. I was all wet as if I had been in a cave; and he, Mardarie, had been sitting there now the fourth year!


    I was to have five interviews with him, but I kept silent through them all; I could not speak. When I went down to him he listened, and then asked me in his unnatural voice:


    “Some one came — the same one as yesterday?”


    “Yes. It is I.”


    Then he began to mumble, with interruptions:


    “Don’t offend God — what do you need? You need nothing. Perhaps a little piece of bread. But to offend God is a sin. That comes from the devil. The devils, they lend a hand to every one. I know them. They are offended and they are malicious. They are offended — that is why they are malicious. So don’t get offended, or you will resemble the devil. People offend you, but you should say to them:


    ‘ — Christ save you,’ and then go. Everything is vanity. The main thing is yourself. Let them not take your soul away. Hide it, so that they cannot take it away.”


    He sowed his quiet words, and they spread themselves over me like ashes from a far-off fire. They were not necessary to me, and they did not touch my soul. It seemed to me I saw a black dream, which I could not understand and which wearied me very much.


    “You are silent,” he said thoughtfully. “ That is good. Let them do what they want, but you keep quiet. Others come to me and they talk — they talk very much. But I cannot understand what they want. They even talk about women. What is that to me? They talk about everything. But what they say about everything, I cannot understand. But you are right to keep silent. I also would not speak, but the Abbot up there said: ‘ Console him; he needs to be consoled.’ Well, all right. But I myself would much rather not talk.


    “Oh, God, forgive them all! Everything was taken from me — only prayers remained to me. Whoever tortures you, take no notice of him. It is the devils who torture you. They tortured me, too. My own brother, he beat me, and my wife gave me rat’s poison. Evidently I was only a rat to her. They stole all I had from me, then said that I set fire to the village. They wanted to throw me into the fire. And I sat in prison. Everything happened to me. I was judged — sat some more. God be with them. I pardoned every one — I was not guilty, yet I pardoned. That was for my own sake.


    “A whole mountain of injury lay on me. I could not breathe. Then I pardoned them and it went away. The mountain was no more. The devils were offended and they went away. So you, too, pardon every one. I need nothing. It will be the same with you.”


    At the fourth interview he asked me:


    “Bring me a crumb of bread. I will suck it. I am weak. Pardon me, in Christ’s name.”


    My heart ached with pity for him. I listened to his ravings and I thought:


    “Why is that necessary, O Lord, why?”


    But he still rustled his dry tongue:


    “My bones ache. Night and day they draw. If I sucked a crumb it would be better perhaps; but this way my bones itch. It disturbs me — it disturbs my prayers. It is necessary to pray every second, even in one’s dreams. If not, the devil immediately reminds one. He reminds one of one’s name and where one lived, and everything. There he sits on the stove. It doesn’t matter to him if it is hot — sometimes red hot. He is used to it. He sits himself there, a little, gray thing, opposite me, and just sits. I cross myself and do not look at him, and he gets tired. Then he crawls on the wall like a spider, or sometimes he floats in the air like a gray rag. He can do anything, my devil. He gets bored with an old man, but he has got to watch me, he has orders to.


    “Of course, it is not pleasant for him to watch an old man. I am not offended with him. The devil doesn’t do it of his own free will, and I am used to him. ‘ Well,’ I say to him, ‘ I am tired of you,’ and I don’t look at him. He is not bad or evil, only he continually reminds me of my name.”


    Then the old man lifted his head and said loudly: “ They called me Michail Petrov Viakhiref.”


    And then he sank down in his coffin again and whispered:


    “Thus the devil tempts me. Oh, you devil! Are you still here, brother? Go, and God be with you.” I could have cried with anger that day. What was the use of this old man? What beauty was there in his deed? I could not understand it. All day and many days afterward I thought of him, and I felt that a devil mocked me and made grimaces at me.


    The last time that I went to him I filled my pockets with soft bread, and I brought that bread to him, with pain and anger against all mankind. When I gave it to him he whispered:


    “Oh, it is still warm. Oh!”


    He moved in his coffin. The shavings creaked underneath him while he hid his bread, whispering:


    “Oh, oh.”


    The darkness and the mildewed wall — everything around us moved, reechoing the low groans of the ascetic—” Oh.”


    Four times a week they brought him food. Of course, he was starved.


    This last time he said nothing to me, only sucked the bread. He evidently had not a tooth left in his head.


    I stood there for some time. Then I said:


    “Well, pardon me, in Christ’s name, Father Mardarie. I am going now, and I won’t return again. Let me thank you.”


    “Yes, yes,” he answered eagerly. “It is I who thank you; it is I who thank you. But don’t tell the monks about the bread. They will take it away.


    They are jealous, the monks are. No doubt the devils know them, too. The devils know everything and everybody — say nothing about it.”


    Soon after this he became ill and died. They buried him with solemnity. The Bishop came from the city with all his clergy, and they held a Cathedral Mass. Afterward I heard that under the tombstone of the old man a little blue fire burns of itself at night.


    How pitiful it all was and how disgraceful to man!


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XII


    
      
    


    SOON after this my life changed entirely. Even while Grisha was here an ugly incident happened to me. Once I went into the ante-room and caught Misha in an act which gave the lie to his constant and disgusting denunciation of women as unclean. It was inexpressibly disgusting to me, for I remembered all the filth which he spoke about women; I remembered his hatred of them; and I spat and escaped to the bakery, trembling with wrath and shame and bitterness. He followed me, fell on his knees, and begged me not to tell.


    “I know that she torments you at night, too. The power of the devil is strong.”


    “You lie,” I said. “Go to all the devils, you pig. And you bake bread, you dog!”


    I insulted him, for I could not contain myself.


    If he had not soiled all womankind with his dirty words, I would not have minded it so much.


    But he crawled before me and begged me not to tell.


    “Well,” I said, “ can one speak about such things? It is too shameful. But I don’t want to work with you. Tell them to give me other work.”


    I insisted on that.


    


    At this time people were not yet alive or clear to me, and I strove only for one thing: to keep myself apart.


    Misha became ill and lay in the hospital. I worked as of old and was given two assistants to help me.


    Three weeks passed, when suddenly the steward called me and told me that Misha had recovered but did not want to work with me because of my obstinate nature; and therefore in the meantime I would be ordered to dig stumps out of the wood. This work was considered a punishment.


    “Why?” I asked.


    Suddenly the handsome monk, Father Anthony, entered the office, stood modestly aside and listened. The steward continued to explain to me:


    “Because of your obstinate nature and your impudent opinions about the brothers. At your age and in your condition, it is foolish; unbearable; and you must be punished. But the Father Superior, in his goodness, said that we should take you over to the office for easy work. And that is how it may turn out.”


    He spoke for a long time, in a singsong voice and without feeling; and I saw that it did not come from his conscience, but that he dragged one word after another from duty.


    Father Anthony leaned against a bench, looked at me, stroked his beard and smiled with his beautiful eyes as if he were joking with me about something.


    I wished to show him my character and said to the steward:


    “I don’t seek to be raised, nor do I wish to accept humiliation, for I do not deserve it, as you know, but I want justice.”


    The steward grew red in the face and beat the ground with his stick.


    “Keep silent, insolent one!”


    Father Anthony bent to his ear and said something.


    “It is impossible,” answered the steward. “He is to take his punishment without a, murmur.”


    Anthony shrugged his shoulders and turned toward me. His voice was low and warm:


    “Submit, Matvei.”


    He conquered me with his two words and his caressing look. I bowed to the steward and to him, and then I asked the steward when I must go to the wood.


    “In three days,” he answered. “But these three days you must go to the dungeon — that’s what.”


    If Anthony had not been there I certainly would have broken the steward’s bones. But I took Anthony’s words as a sign of the possibility to get near him, and for this I was ready to cut off my right arm — anything.


    They sent me down to the dungeon. It was a hole underneath the office, in which it was impossible to stand or lie down; one had to sit. Straw was thrown on the floor, but it was wet from dampness. And it was quiet as a grave, not even mice were there; and such darkness that the hands disappeared. If you put your hands before your face they were not visible.


    I sat there and was silent, and everything in me seemed poured from lead. I was heavy as stone, and cold as ice.


    I clinched my teeth for I wished to hold back my thoughts; but they flamed up within me like coals and burned me. I could have bitten somebody, but there was no one to bite. I caught my hair with my hands, swayed back and forth like the tongue of a bell, and shrieked and raved and roared within:


    “Where is Thy justice, O Lord? Do not the lawless play with it? And do not the strong trample it in their evil, drunken power? What am I before Thee? A lawless sacrifice or a keeper of Thy beauty and justice?”


    I recalled the arrangement of the life in the monastery. It stood before me, ugly and cynical.


    And why did they call the monks the servants of God? In what way were they holier than laymen? I knew the difficult peasant life in the villages. They lived starved and wretched. They drank, they fought, they stole, they committed every sin. But was not His path unseen? And they had no strength to struggle for righteousness; nor time. Each one was attached to the soil and tied to his house with a strong chain — the fear of starvation. What could one ask of them?


    But here men lived free and satisfied. Here books and wisdom were open to them. But which one of them served God? Only the weak and the bloodless, like Grisha, remained faithful to God, who to the others was only a protector of sins and a source of lies. I remembered the evil lust of the monks for women and all their offenses of the flesh, which even the animals disdained — and their laziness and gluttony; their quarrels over the distribution of the funds, when they cawed maliciously at one another like ravens in a cemetery.


    Grisha told me that no matter how much the peasants worked for the monastery, their indebtedness grew continually. I thought of myself: “Here I have already spent a long time and what has my soul profited? I have received only wounds and sores. How has my intelligence been enriched? Only by the knowledge of all kinds of baseness and of loathing for man.”


    Around me was silence. Even the sound of the bells, by which I could have measured time, did not reach me, and there was neither day nor night for me. Who dared to take away the sun from man?


    The rank darkness oppressed me, and my soul was consumed by it. There was nothing left to light my path. The faith which was dear to my heart, the justice and omniscience of God, sank and melted away.


    But like a bright star the face of Father Anthony flashed before me, and all my thoughts and feelings circled around it like a moth around a flame. I conversed with him, and complained to him, and asked him questions, and saw his two caressing eyes in the darkness.


    I paid dearly for those three days and I went out of the hole blinded, my head feeling as if it were not my own, and my knees trembling. The monks laughed at me.


    “What,” they said, “you took a good soul-bath, eh?”


    At night the Abbot called me, made me kneel before him, and gave me a long lecture.


    “It is written that I shall crush the teeth of the sinner and bend his back in the yoke.”


    I was silent and controlled my heart. The peacemaker, Father Anthony, stood before me, and stilled my evil mouth with his affectionate look. Suddenly the Abbot softened.


    “We value you, you fool,” he said. “We think of you. We have noticed your zeal in work and wish to reward your intelligence. I even place before you a choice of two duties. Do you want to work in the office, or do you want to be a lay brother to Father Anthony?”


    I felt as if I had been revived with warm water. I was stifled with joy and could hardly speak:


    “Permit me to be a lay brother.”


    He frowned, became thoughtful, and looked at me curiously. —


    “If you go to the office,” he said, “I will take away the stump digging; but if you go as a lay brother, I will increase the work in the woods.”


    “Permit me to be a lay brother.”


    He asked me sternly:


    “Why, you fool! The work is easier in the office, and more respectable.”


    I insisted. He bowed his head and thought a while.


    “I permit it. You are a strange fellow, and one should not lose sight of you. Who knows what fires you will light — who knows? Go in peace.”


    I went to the wood. It was spring then, cold April. The work was hard, the wood an ancient one. The main roots went deep into the earth; the side ones were big. I dug and dug, and chopped and chopped; tied the trunk and made the horse pull out the stump. He tried with all his strength, but only broke the harness. Already by noon my bones felt broken and my horse trembled and was covered with foam. He looked at me out of his round eyes, as if he wished to say: “ I cannot, brother; it is hard.”


    I petted him and slapped his neck. “I see,” I said. And again I dug and chopped and the horse looked at me, his hide trembling and his head nodding. Horses are intelligent, and I am sure that they perceive all the senseless actions of man.


    At this time I had an encounter with Misha, which came near ending badly for both of us. Once I went to my work after the noon-day meal, and had already reached the wood when suddenly he overtook me, club in hand, his face wild, his teeth showing, and panting like a bear. What did it mean?


    I stopped and waited for him. He did not say a word, but brandished his club at me. I bent in time, and struck him below the belt with my head. I threw him down, sat on his chest, and took away his club.


    “What is the matter with you?” I asked him. “ What’s this for?”


    He struggled underneath me and said hoarsely:


    “Get out of the monastery!”


    “Why?”


    “I can’t look at you. I’ll kill you! Get out of here!”


    His eyes were red. The tears that came out seemed red, and his lips were covered with foam. He tore at my clothes; he scratched and pinched me, anxious to reach my face. I shook him lightly and arose from his chest.


    “You wear the garb of a monk,” I said, “ and yet you are capable of such vileness, you brute! Why?” He sat in the mud and demanded, obstinately:


    “Get out of here! Don’t make me lose my soul!” I did not understand him. Finally I made a guess, and asked him low:


    “Perhaps, Misha, you think I told some one about your wretched sin? It is not so. I told no one about it.”


    He arose, swayed, held on to the tree and looked at me with his wild eyes.


    “I wish you had told it to the whole world!” he roared. “It would be easier for me! I could repent before others and they would forgive me. But you, scoundrel, despise every one. I do not want to be under obligations to you, you proud heretic. Get out, or I’ll have the sin of blood on me!”


    “If that is the way it is,” I said, “go away yourself, if you have to. I won’t go — that is sure.”


    He again jumped on me, and we both fell into the mud, getting dirty like frogs. I proved to be the stronger, and arose, but he still lay there, weeping and miserable.


    “Listen, Misha,” I said. “I am going away a little later. Now I can’t. I am not staying out of spite, but because I have to. I have got to be here.”


    “Go to your father, the devil,” he groaned, and gnashed his teeth.


    I went away from him, and a little while later he was ordered to go to the monastic inn in the city, and I never saw him again.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XIII


    
      
    


    WHEN my penance was finished I stood before Anthony, dressed in new clothes. I remember this period of my life from the first day to the last; everything, even to each word, was burned into my soul and cut into my flesh.


    He led me to his cells quietly, and taught me in detail how and when and in what way I was to serve him.


    One room was arranged with book-cases, full of worldly and religious books. “ This,” he said, “is my chapel.”


    In the center of the room stood a large table, near the window an upholstered armchair, and toward one side of the table a divan covered with rich tapestry. In front of the table there was a chair with a high back, covered with pressed leather.


    A second room was his bedroom. It had a wide bed, a wardrobe filled with cassocks and linen, a wash stand with a large mirror, many brushes and combs and gaily colored perfume bottles. And on the walls of the third room, which was uninviting and empty, were two closed cupboards, one for wine and food and the other for china, pastry, preserves and sweets.


    Having finished this inspection, he led me to his library and said:


    


    “Take a seat. So, this is the way I live. Not like a monk, eh?”


    “No,” I answered; “not quite according to rule.”


    “Well, you condemn every one. I suppose you will condemn me soon, too.”


    He smiled, haughty as a bell tower.


    I loved him for his beautiful face, but his smile was disagreeable to me.


    “I do not know whether I will condemn you,” I said. “I certainly would like to understand you.” He laughed low, in a base, which was offensive to me.


    “You are illegitimate?” he asked.


    “Yes.”


    “You have good blood in your veins?”


    “What is good blood?” I asked.


    He laughed, then answered impressively.


    “Good blood is something from which proud souls are made.”


    The day was clear, the sun shone in through the window, and Anthony sat entirely covered by its rays. Suddenly an unexpected thought flashed through my head and pierced my heart like the bite of a snake. I jumped from my chair and stared hard at the monk. He, too, arose, and I saw that he picked up a knife from the table and played with it, asking:


    “What is the matter with you?”


    “Are you not my father?” I asked him.


    His face became drawn, immovable and blue, as if it were carved from ice. He half closed his eyes so that the light went out of them, and said, almost in a whisper:


    “I think — not. Where were you born? When? How old are you? Who is your mother?”


    And as I told him how I was abandoned he smiled and put the knife back on the table.


    “I was not in the district at that time,” he answered.


    I became embarrassed and uncomfortable. It was as if I had begged for charity and been refused.


    “Well,” he said, “and if I had been your father, what then?”


    “Nothing,” I answered.


    “Exactly. That is the way I think about it. We are living together in a place where there are no fathers and no children in the flesh, only in the spirit. On the other hand, we are all abandoned on this earth — that is, we are brothers in misery, which we call life. Man is an accident in life, do you know that?”


    I read in his eyes that he was making fun of me. I was still laboring under the unpleasant impression which my strange and incomprehensible question had aroused in me, and I would have liked to explain the question to him or to forget it altogether. But I made matters worse by asking:


    “Why did you take that knife in your hand?” Anthony gazed at me and then laughed low:


    “You are a bold questioner. I took it because I took it, and why I really do not know. I like it; it is a very pretty thing.”


    And he gave me the knife. It was sharp and pointed, with a design in gold laid on the steel, and a silver handle, with red stones.


    “It is an Arabian knife,” he explained to me. “ I use it for cutting pages of books, and at night I put it under my pillow. There is a rumor abroad that I am rich and there are poor people living about me, and my cell is out of the way.”


    The knife as well as the hands of Anthony had a rich, peculiar perfume, which almost intoxicated me and made my head swim.


    “Let us talk a little more,” Anthony continued in his low, deep, soft voice. “Do you know that a woman comes to see me?”


    “So I heard.”


    “It is not true that she is my sister. I sleep with her.”


    “Why do you talk of these things to me?” I asked.


    “So that you will be shocked once and for all and not continue to be surprised. You like worldly books?”


    “I have never read them.”


    He took from the book-case a little book bound in red leather and gave it to me.


    “Go, prepare the samovar and read this,” he said, in a tone of command.


    I opened the book, and on the very first page I found a picture — a woman naked to her knees and a man in front of her, also naked.


    “I will not read this,” I said.


    Then he turned to me and said sternly:


    “And if your spiritual superior orders you to? How do you know why this is necessary? Go.”


    In the annex where my room was I sat down on my bed, overcome by fear and sadness. I felt as if I had been poisoned; I was weak and trembling. I did not know what to think; I could not understand. From where did the thought come that he was my father? It was a strange idea.


    I remembered his words about the soul: “The soul is made of blood.” And about man: “That he is an accident on earth.” All this was so plainly heretical. I remembered his drawn face at my question.


    I opened the book again. It was a story about some French cavalier and about women. What did I want with it?


    He rang for me and called. I came in, and he met me in a friendly manner.


    “Where is the samovar?”


    “Why did you give me this book?”


    “So that you would know what sin is.”


    I became happy again. It seemed to me I understood his object; he wished to educate me. I bowed low, went out, prepared the samovar eagerly and brought it back into the room, where Anthony had already prepared everything for tea. And as I was going out he said:


    “Remain and drink tea with me.”


    I was grateful to him, for I wanted to understand something very much.


    “Tell me,” he said, “ how you have lived and why you came here.”


    I began to tell him about myself, not hiding from him my most secret impulse, not a thought which I could remember. And he listened to me with halfclosed eyes, so engrossed that he did not even drink his tea.


    Behind him the evening looked in at the window, and against the red sky the black branches of the trees made their outline.


    But I talked all the time and gazed on the white fingers of Anthony’s hands, which were folded on his breast. When I had finished he poured out a little glass of dark sweet wine for me.


    “Drink,” he said. “ I noticed you when you prayed aloud in the church. The monastery doesn’t help much, does it?”


    “No; but in you I place great hope. Help me. You are a learned man; you must know everything.”


    “I only know one thing: You go up the mountain, reach the top, and fall — you fall to the very depth of the precipice. But I myself do not follow this law because I am too lazy. Man is a worthless thing, Matvei; but why he is worthless, is not clear. Life is exquisite and the world enchanting. So many pleasures are given to man, and man is worthless. Why? This is a puzzle I cannot solve, and I do not even wish to think about it.” Vespers rang. He started and said:


    “Go, and God be with you. I am tired, and I must attend service.”


    Had I been wiser I would have left him that very day, for then I would have preserved a pleasant memory of him. But I did not understand the meaning of his words.


    I went to my room, lay down, and noticed the little book which lay at my side. I struck a light and began to read it out of gratitude for my superior. I read how the cavalier I mentioned above deceived husbands, climbing to their wives at night through the windows, and how the husbands spied on him; how they wished to pierce him with their swords and how he escaped.


    And all this was very stupid and unintelligible to me; that is, I understood well enough that a young fellow might enjoy it, but I could not understand why it was written about, and I could not fathom why I had read such nonsense.


    And again I began to think: “How did I suddenly come upon the thought that Anthony was my father?” This thought ate my soul as rust eats iron. Then I fell asleep.


    In my dream I felt that some one touched me. I jumped up. He stood near me.


    “I rang and rang for you,” he said.


    “Forgive me,” I said, “in Christ’s name. I have worked very hard.”


    “I know,” he answered. But he did not say, “God forgive you.”


    “I am going to the Father Abbot. Make everything ready, as it should be. Ah, you have read the book! It is too bad you have begun it. It is not quite for you. You were right; you need another kind.”


    I prepared his bed. The linen was thin, the cover soft; everything was rich and new to me; and a delicate, pleasant odor emanated from all.


    And so I began to live in this intoxicating world, as in a dream. I saw no one but Anthony. But even he seemed as if he were in a shadow and moved in shadows. He spoke in a friendly tone, but his eyes mocked. He seldom used the word God; instead of God he said soul; instead of devil, nature.


    But for me the meaning of his words did not change. He made fun of the monks and of the church orders. He drank very much wine, but he never staggered in walking, only his forehead became a bluish-white and his eyes glowed with a dark fire, and his red lips grew darker and drier.


    It happened often that he came back from the Abbot at midnight or even later, and he woke me and ordered that I bring him wine. He sat and drank, spoke to himself in his low voice long and uninterruptedly, sitting there sometimes till matins were called.


    It was difficult for me to understand his words, and I have forgotten many of them, but I remember how at first they frightened me, as if they had suddenly opened some terrible abyss in which the whole face of the earth was swallowed up. Often a feeling of emptiness and misery came over me because of his words, and I was ready to ask him:


    “And you, are you not the devil?”


    He was gloomy, spoke in a tone of command, and when he was drunk his eyes became even more mysterious, sinking far into his head. On his face a smile twitched continually, and his fingers, which were thin and long, opened and closed and pulled at his blue-black beard. A coldness emanated from him. He was terrifying.


    As I have said, I did not believe in the devil, and I knew that it was written that the devil was strong in his pride; that he fought continually; that his passion and his skill lay in tempting people.


    But Father Anthony in no way tempted me. He clothed life in gray, showed it to me as something insane, and people for him were only a herd of crazy swine who were dashing to the abyss with varying rapidity.


    “But you have said that life is beautiful,” I said.


    “Yes, if it recognizes me it is beautiful,” he answered.


    Only his laugh remained with me. He seemed to me to gaze upon everything from his corner as if he had been driven away from everywhere and was not even hurt at being driven away.


    His thoughts were sharp and penetrating, subtle like a snake, but powerless to conquer me, for I did not believe them, although often I was ravished by their cleverness and by the great leaps of the human mind.


    At times, though this happened seldom, he became angry with me.


    “I am a nobleman!” he shouted. “A descendant of a great race of people! My fathers founded Russia! They are historical figures, and this lout — this dirty lout dares to interrupt me! The beautiful dies, only the worms remain, and only one man of a distinguished family among them.”


    His expressions did not interest me. I, too, perhaps, came from a distinguished family. But surely strength did not lie in ancestry, but in truth, and though the evening will surely not come again, the morrow comes.


    He sat in his armchair and talked, his face bloodless.


    “Again the monks have won from me, Matvei. What is a monk? A man who wishes to hide from his fellow men his own vileness and who is afraid of its power over him. Or, perhaps, a man who is overcome by his weakness, and flees from the world in fear, that the world may not devour him.


    Such monks are the better and more interesting; but the others are only homeless men, dust of the earth, or still-born children.”


    “What are you among them?” I asked.


    I might have asked this ten times or more straight to his face, but he answered me always in this way:


    “Man is a child of accident on this earth, everywhere and forever.”


    His God, too, was a mystery to me. I tried to ask him about God when he was sober, but he only laughed and answered with some well-known quotation.


    But God was higher to me than anything that was ever written about Him.


    I asked him when he was drunk how he saw God then. But even drunk, Anthony was firm.


    “Ah, you are cunning, Matvei,” he answered. “Cunning and obstinate. I am sorry for you.”


    I, too, was sorry for him, for I saw his solitude and I valued the abundance of his thoughts, and I was sorry that they were being sown at random in his cell. But though I was sorry for him, still I persisted firmly in my questions, and once he said, unwillingly:


    “I no more see God than you, Matvei.”


    “Though I do not see God,” I answered, “still I feel Him and do not question His existence, but only try to understand His laws, upon which our earth is based.” —


    “As for the laws,” he said, “look in the book on Canonical Rights, and if you feel God then — I shall congratulate you.”


    He poured out some wine, clinked glasses with me and drank. I noticed that, though his face was as grave as that of a corpse, the beautiful eyes of the gentleman mocked at me. The fact that he was a gentleman began to lessen my feelings for him, for he unfolded his birth to me so often that he made me boil with anger.


    When he was somewhat drunk, he liked to speak about women.


    “Nature,” he would say, “has kept us in an evil and heavy bondage through woman, its sweetest allurement; and had we not this carnal temptation, which saps out the best from the soul of man, he could have attained immortality.”


    Since Brother Misha had spoken about the same theme, though more heatedly, I was disgusted by this time with such thoughts. Misha had renounced woman with hatred and defamed her furiously; but Father Anthony adjudged her without any feelings and tiresomely.


    “Do you remember,” he said, “I once gave you a book? If you read it you must have seen how woman in her whole make-up is cunning and full of lies, and debauched to the very bottom.”


    It was strange, and it hurt me to hear man, born of woman and nourished with her life, besmirch and trample upon his own mother, denying her everything but the flesh; degrading her to a senseless animal. At times I expressed my thoughts to him, though vaguely; not so distinctly. He became outraged and shouted.


    “Idiot! Was I talking about my own mother?”


    “Every woman is a mother,” I answered.


    “There are some,” he shouted, “who are only loose women all their lives.”


    “Well,” I answered, “there are some who are hunchbacked; but that is not the law for all.”


    “Get out of here, fool!”


    Evidently the officer was not dead in him.


    Several times when I asked about God, we wrangled with each other. He angered me with his sly wit, and one evening I went at him with all my might. My character grew bad, for I passed through great suffering at this time. I circled around Anthony like a hungry man around a locked pantry; he smells the bread through the door, and it only tends to madden him. And the night to which I refer, his evasions enraged me. I caught up the knife from the table and cried:


    “Tell me everything you believe or I will cut my throat, come what may!”


    He became frightened, grabbed my hand, wrenched the knife from me and grew very much excited — not at all like himself.


    “You should be punished for this,” he said, “but no punishment ever helps fanaticism.”


    And then he added, and his words were like nails beaten into my head:


    “This is what I will tell you: only man exists. Everything else is an opinion. Your God is a dream of your soul. You can only know yourself, and even that not certainly.”


    His words shook me like a storm and ravaged me. He spoke for a long time, and though I did not understand everything, I felt that in this man was no sorrow or joy or fear, or sensitiveness, or pride. He was like an old church-yard priest, reading the mass for the dead, near a tomb. He knew the words well, but they did not touch his soul. His words were frightful to me at first, but later I understood that the doubt in them was without force, for they were dead.


    It was May, the window was open, and the night in the garden was filled with a warm perfume of flowers. The apple trees were like young girls going to communion — a delicate blue in the silver moonlight.


    The watchman beat the hours, and in the stillness the bronze resounded lugubriously.


    Before me sat a man with a face of stone, calmly emitting bloodless words — words which vanished and were gray like ashes. They were offensive and painful to me, for I saw brass where I had expected gold.


    “Go now,” said Anthony to me.


    I went into the garden, and when early mass was rung I entered the church, went into a dark corner and stood there, thinking, what need of God had a man who was half dead?


    The brothers assembled. One would say it was the moonlight which broke the shadows of night into a thousand fragments and which noiselessly crawled into the temple to hide.


    From this time something incomprehensible happened. Anthony began speaking to me in the tone of a gentleman, dry and crossly, and he never called me to him in a friendly way. All the books which he had given me to read he took away. One of them was a Russian history which had many surprises for me, but I got no chance to finish it. I tried to fathom in what way I had offended this gentleman of mine, but I could not.


    The beginning of his speech was engraven in my memory and lived uppermost in my mind, though not troubling my other thoughts: “God is the dream of your soul,” I repeated to myself. But I did not feel the necessity of debating this; it was an easy thought.


    Soon a woman came to him. It was late at night. Anthony rang for me and cried:


    “Quick — the samovar!”


    When I brought it in I saw a woman sitting on the divan, in a wide pink dress, blonde disheveled curls hanging over her shoulders, and a little pink face, like a doll’s, with light-blue eyes. She seemed to me modest and sad.


    I placed the dishes on the table, and Anthony hurried me all the while.


    “Do it quicker — hurry.”


    “He is aflame,” I said to myself.


    I liked his love affairs, for it was pleasant to see how skilful Anthony was even in love — a thing which is not very difficult.


    As for myself, love left me cold at this time, and the looseness of the monks kept me away from it. But what kind of a monk was Father Anthony?


    The woman was pretty in her way, a delicate little thing, like a new toy.


    In the morning I went into the room to set it to rights. But he was not there, having gone to the Abbot. She sat on the divan, her feet under her, uncombed and half dressed. She asked me what I was called. I told her. Then she asked me if I had been in the monastery a long time, and I answered that question also.


    “Don’t you get bored here?”


    “No,” I answered.


    “That’s strange — if it’s true.”


    “Why should it not be true?” I asked.


    “You are so young and good-looking.”


    “Is the monastery only for cripples?”


    She laughed and put out a bare foot from the divan. She looked at me and let herself be seen immodestly; exposed, her arms bare to the shoulder and her gown unfastened at the breast.


    “You do that in vain,” I thought. “You should keep your charms for your lover.”


    And the little fool asked me:


    “Don’t women bother you?”


    “I don’t see them,” I answered. “How can they bother me?”


    “What do you mean by ‘how’?” And she laughed.


    Anthony appeared in the door and asked angrily:


    “What is this, Zoia?”


    “Oh,” she cried, “he is so funny — that one!” And she began to chatter and tell how “funny” I was.


    But Anthony did not listen to her, and commanded me sternly:


    “Go and unpack the trunks and the bags. Then take part of the provisions to the Abbot.”


    Even before dinner both of them had taken enough wine, and in the evening, after tea, the woman was entirely drunk, and Anthony, too, seemed more drunk than usual. They drove me from one corner to the other — to bring this, to carry that; to heat the wine, then to cool it.


    I ran about like a waiter in a drinking place, and they became more and more free before me. The young lady was hot and took off some of her clothes, and the gentleman suddenly asked me:


    “Matvei, isn’t she pretty?”


    “Pretty enough,” I answered.


    “But look at her well.”


    She laughed, drunk.


    I wanted to go out, but Anthony called out, wildly:


    “Where are you going? Stay here! Zoiaka, show yourself naked!”


    I thought I had not heard rightly, but she pulled off a gown she had on and stood upon her feet, swaying. I looked at Anthony and he looked back at me. My heart beat loudly, for I pitied this man. Vulgarities did not quite fit him, and I was ashamed for the woman. Then he shouted:


    “Get out of here, you lout!”


    “You are a lout yourself!” I retorted.


    He jumped up, overthrowing the bottles on the table. The dishes fell to the ground with a crash; something began to flow hastily, like a lonely stream. I went out into the garden and lay down. My heart ached like a bone that is frozen. In the stillness I heard Anthony cry out:


    “Out with you!”


    And a woman’s voice whined:


    “Don’t you dare, you fool!”


    Soon the harnessing of horses was heard in the courtyard, and their dissatisfied neighing and stampings on the dry earth. Doors were slammed, the wheels of a carriage rattled, and then the large gates creaked.


    Anthony walked through the garden, calling low:


    “Matvei, where are you?”


    His tall figure moved among the apple trees and he caught at the branches and let fall the perfumed snow of flowers, muttering:


    “Oh, the fool!”


    And behind him, dragging along the ground, was his thick, heavy shadow.


    I lay in the garden until morning, and then went to Father Isador.


    “Give me back my passport. I am going away.”


    He was so startled that he jumped up.


    “Why? Where?”


    “Somewhere — in the world. I don’t know where,” I answered.


    He began to question me.


    “I will not explain anything,” I said.


    I went out from his cell and sat down near it on the bench underneath the old pine tree. I sat there on purpose, for it was the bench on which those who were driven away, or went of their own free will, sat, as if to announce the fact of their departure.


    The brothers passed me, and looked at me sideways; some even spat at me. I forgot to say that there had been a rumor that Anthony had taken me as his lover. The Neophytes envied me and the monks envied that gentleman of mine. And they slandered both of us.


    The brothers passed, saying to each other:


    “Ah, they have driven him away: thanked be the Lord!”


    Father Assaf, a sly and malicious old man, who acted as the Abbot’s spy, and was known in the monastery as a half-witted hypocrite, attacked me with vile words, so that I said to him:


    “Go away, old man. If not I will take you by the ear and put you away.”


    Although he was half-witted, as I said, he understood my words.


    The head of the monastery called me to him and spoke in a friendly tone:


    “I told you, Matvei, my son, that it would have been better to have entered the office, and I was right. Old men always know more. Do you think with your obstinate nature that you could act as a servant? Here you have shamefully insulted the revered Father Anthony.”


    “He told you that?”


    “Who, then? You have not said anything.”


    “Did he tell you that he showed me a naked woman?”


    The Father Abbot made a cross over me from holy fright and said, shaking his hands:


    “What is the matter with you? What is the matter with you? God be with you! What kind of a woman? That is some dream of yours, coming from the flesh; a creation of the devil. Oh, oh, oh! You should think of your words. How can a woman be in a monastery of men?”


    I wanted to calm him.


    “Who, then, brought you the port wine, and the cheese, and the caviar last night?”


    “What are you saying? Christ save you. How can you think up such things?”


    It was disgusting and enough to drive one insane.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XIV


    
      
    


    AT noon I crossed the lake, sat down on the bank and gazed at the monastery where I had slaved for over two years.


    The wood spread out before me with its green wings and disclosed the monastery on its breast. The scalloped white walls, the blue head of the old church, the golden cupola of the new cathedral and the striped red roofs stood out clearly from the splendid green. The crosses glowed, shining and inviting, and above them the blue bell of heaven sounded the joyful peace of spring, while the sun rejoiced in its victory.


    In this beauty which inflated the soul with its keen splendor, black men in long garments hid themselves and rotted away, living empty days without love, without joy in senseless labor and in mire.


    I pitied them and myself, too, so that I almost wept. I arose and went on.


    Perfume was over all, the earth and all that lived sang, the sun drew forth the flowers in the field and they lifted themselves up toward the sky and made their obeisance to the sun. The young trees whispered and swayed, the birds twittered and love burned everywhere on the fruitful earth which was drunk with its own strength.


    I met a peasant and greeted him, but he hardly nodded. I met a woman and she evaded me. And all the time I had a great desire to speak with people, and I would have spoken to them with a friendly heart.


    I spent the first night of my freedom in the woods. I lay long, gazed up at the sky and sang low to myself and fell asleep. In the early morning I awoke from cold, and walked on, racing to meet my new life as if on wings. Each step took me farther away, and I was ready to outrun the distance.


    The people whom I met looked suspiciously at me and stepped aside. The black dress of the monk was disgusting and inimical to the peasants, but I could not take it off. My passport had expired, but the Abbot made a note under it which said that I was a novice of the monastery of Savateffsky and that I was on my way to visit holy places.


    So I directed my steps to these places together with those wanderers who fill our monastery by hundreds on holidays. The brothers were indifferent or hostile to them, calling them parasites and robbing them of every penny they had. They forced them to do the monastery work and imposed on them and treated them with contempt. I was always busied with my own affairs and seldom met the newcomers. I did not seek to meet them, for I considered myself something quite extraordinary and placed my own inner self above everything else.


    I saw gray figures with knapsacks on their backs and staffs in their hands creeping and swaying along the roads and paths, going not hurriedly but depressed, with heads bent low, walking humbly and thoughtfully, with credulous, opened hearts. They flowed together in one place, looked about them, prayed silently and worked a bit. If a wise and virtuous man happened to be there they talked with him low about something, and again spread out upon the paths going to other places with sad steps.


    They walked, old and young, women and children, as if one voice called them, and I felt from this crossing and recrossing of the earth a strength arise from the paths which caught me also, and alarmed me and promised to open my soul. This restless and humble wandering seemed strange to me after my motionless life.


    It was as if earth herself tore man from her breast and pushed him forth, ordering him imperiously, “Go, find out, learn.” And man goes obediently and carefully, seeks and looks and listens attentively, then goes on farther again. The earth resounds under the feet of the searchers and drives them farther over streams and mountains and through forests and over seas, still farther wherever the monasteries stand solitary, offering some miracle, and wherever a hope breathes of something other than this bitter, difficult and narrow life.


    The quiet agitation of the lonely souls surprised me and made me human, and I began to wonder, “What are these people seeking?” Everything about me swayed, frightened and wandering like myself.


    Many like myself sought God, but did not know where to go and strewed their souls on the paths of their seeking, and were going on only because they did not have strength enough to stop, acting like the seed of the dandelion in the wind, light and purposeless.


    Others unable to shake off their laziness carried it on their shoulders, lowering themselves and living by lies, while still others were enthralled by the desire to see everything, but had no strength in them to love.


    I saw many empty men and degraded rascals, shameless parasites, greedy like roaches. I saw many such, but they were only the dust behind the great crowd filled with the desire of finding God.


    Irresistibly this crowd dragged me along with it.


    And around it like gulls over the sea various winged people circled noisily and greedily, who astonished me with their monstrous deformities.


    Once in Bielo-ozer I saw a middle-aged man with a haughty mien. He was cleanly dressed and evidently a man of means.


    He had seated himself in the shade of a tree, and had pieces of cloth, a box of salve and a copper basin near him, and kept crying out:


    “Orthodox, those with sore feet from overstraining, come here; I will heal them. I heal free because of a vow I have taken upon myself in the name of the Lord.”


    It was a church holiday in Bielo-ozer and the pilgrims had flocked there in great numbers. They came up to him, sat down, unwound the wrappings on their feet, while he washed them, spread salve on the wounds and lectured them.


    “Eh, brother, you are not over-wise. Your sandal is too large for your foot. How can you walk like this?” The man with the large sandal answered in a low voice, “It was given to me in charity.”


    “He who gave it to you has pleased God, but that you should walk in it is your own foolishness, and there is nothing great about your deed. God will not count it to your credit.”


    Well, I thought, here is a man who knows God’s meanings.


    A woman came up to him, limping.


    “Oh, young one,” he called out, “you have no corn, but the French sickness, permit me to tell you. This, Orthodox, is a contagious disease. Whole families die from it, and it is hard to get rid of.” The woman became confused, rose and went away with her eyes lowered, and he continued calling:


    “Come here, Orthodox, in the name of St. Cyril.”


    People went up to him, unwound their feet and groaned, and said “Christ save you!” while he washed them.


    I noticed that his refined face twitched as in a cramp and his skilful hands trembled. Soon he closed up his pious shop and ran off somewhere quickly.


    At night a little old monk led me to a shed, and there I saw the same man. I lay down next to him and began to speak low:


    “How is it, sir, that you spend the night together with these common people? To judge by your clothes, your place is in the inn.”


    “I have taken an oath to be among the lowest of the low for three months. I want to fulfil my pious work to the very end, and let myself be eaten up by lice with the rest of them. I really cannot bear to see wounds — they make me sick; still, no matter how disgusting it is to me, I wash the feet of the pilgrims every day. It is a difficult service to the Lord, but my hope in His mercy is great.”


    I lost my desire to speak to him, and, making believe I had fallen asleep, I lay thinking, “his sacrifice to God is not over great.”


    The straw underneath my neighbor rustled. He arose carefully, knelt down and prayed, at first silently, but later I heard his whispered words:


    “Oh, thou, St. Cyril, intercede before God for me, a sinner, and make Him heal me of my wounds and sores as I have healed the wounds of men. All-seeing God, value my labors and help me. My life is in Thy hands. I know that my passions were violent, but Thou hast already punished me enough. Do not abandon me like a dog, and let not Thy people drive me away, I beg of Thee, and let my prayers arise toward Thee like the smoke of incense.” Here was a man who had mistaken God for a doctor. It was unbearable to me, and I closed my ears with my hands.


    When he had finished praying he took out something to eat from his bag and chewed for a long time, like a boar.


    I have met many such people. At night they creep before their God, while in the day they walk pitilessly over the breasts of men. They lower God to do the duty of hiding their vile actions, and they bribe him and bargain with him.


    “Do not forget, O Lord, how much I have given Thee.”


    Blind slaves of greed, they place it high above themselves and bow down to this hideous idol of the dark and cowardly souls and pray to it.


    “O Lord, do not judge me in Thy severity nor punish me in Thy wrath.”


    They walk upon earth like spies of God and judges of men, and watch sharply for any violation of the church laws. They bustle and flock together, accusing and complaining. “Faith is being extinguished in the hearts of people; woe unto us!”


    One man especially amused me with his zeal. We walked together from Perejaslavlja to Rostoff, and the whole way he kept crying out to me, “Where are the holy laws of Feodor Studite?”


    He was well fed, healthy, with a black beard and rosy cheeks; had money, and at night mixed with the women in the inns.


    “When I saw how the laws were violated and the people depraved,” he said to me, “all the peace of my soul went from me. I gave my business, which was a brick factory, to my sons to manage, and here I am, wandering about for four years, watching everything, and horror fills my soul. Rats have crawled into the Holy Sacristy, and have gnawed with their sharp teeth the holy laws, and the people are angry with the church, and have fallen away from her breast into vile heresies and sects. And what does the church militant do against this? It increases its wealth and lets its enemies grow. The church should live in poverty, like poor Lazarus, so that the people might see what true holiness poverty is, as Christ preached it. The people on seeing this would stop complaining and desiring the wealth of others. What other task has the church but to hold back the people with strong reins?”


    Those sticklers for the law cannot hide their thoughts when they see its weakness, and they shamelessly disclose their secret selves.


    On the Holy Hill a certain merchant, who was a noted traveler and who described his pilgrimages in holy places in clerical papers, was preaching to the crowd humility, patience and kindness.


    He spoke warmly, even to tears. He entreated and he threatened, and the crowd listened, silent and with bowed heads.


    I interrupted his speech and asked him “if open lawlessness should be suffered also.”


    “Suffer it, my friend,” he cried; “undoubtedly suffer it. Christ himself suffered for us and for our salvation.”


    “How then,” I answered, “about the martyrs and the fathers of the church? For instance, take St. John Chrysostom, who was bold and accused even kings.”


    He became enraged, flared up at me and stamped his feet. “What are you chattering there, you blunderer? Whom did they accuse? Heathens!”


    “Was Eudoxia a heathen, or Ivan the Terrible?”


    “That is not the point,” he cried., waving his arms like a volunteer at a fire. “Do not speak about kings, but about the people — the people, that’s the important thing. They are all sophisticated, and have no fear. They are serpents which the church ought to crush; that is her duty.”


    Although he spoke simply, I did not understand at this time what all this anxiety about the people was, and though his words caused me fear, I still did not understand them, for I was spiritually blind and did not see the people.


    After my discussion with this writer several men came up and spoke to me, as if they did not expect anything good from me.


    “There is another fellow here; don’t you want to meet him?”


    Toward vespers a meeting was arranged for me with this young man in the wood near the lake. He was dark, as if blasted by lightning. His hair was cut short, and his look was dry and sharp; his face was all bone, from which two brown eyes burned brightly. The young man coughed continually and trembled. He looked at me hostilely and, breathing with difficulty, said: They told me about you — that you scoff at patience and kindness. Why? Explain.”


    I do not remember what I said to him, but as I argued I only noticed his tortured face and his dying voice when he cried to me: “We are not for this life, but for the next. Heaven is our country. Do you hear it?”


    A lame soldier, who had lost his leg in the Tekinsky War, stood opposite him and said gloomily: “My opinion, Orthodox, is this: Wherever there is less fear there is more truth,” and turning to the young man he said: “If you are afraid of death that is your affair, but do not frighten the others. We have been frightened enough without you. Now you, red-head, speak.”


    The young man vanished soon after, but the people remained — a crowd of about half a hundred — to listen to me. I do not know with what I attracted their attention, but I was pleased that they heard me, and I spoke for a long time in the twilight, among the tall pines and the serious people.


    I remember that all their faces fused into one long, sorrowful face, thoughtful and strong-willed, dumb in words but bold in secret thoughts, and in its hundred eyes I saw an unquenchable fire which was related to my soul.


    Later this single face disappeared from my memory, and only long after I understood that it was this centralization of the will of the people into one thought which arouses the anxiety of the guardians of the law and makes them fear. Even if this thought is not yet born or developed, still the spirit is enriched by the doubt in the indestructibility of hostile laws — whence the worry of the guardians of the law. They see this firm-willed, questioning look; they see the people wander upon the earth, quiet and silent, and they feel the unseeing rays of their thoughts, and they understand that the secret fire of their dumb councils can turn their laws into ashes, and that other laws are possible.


    They have a fine ear for this, like thieves who hear the careful movements of the awakened owner whose house they have come to rob in the night, and they know that when the people shall open its eyes life will change and its face turn toward heaven.


    The people have no God so long as they live divided and hostile to one another. And of what good is a living God to a satisfied man? He seeks only a justification for his full stomach amid the general starvation around him.


    His lone life is pitiful and grotesque, surrounded on all sides by horror.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XV


    
      
    


    ONE time I noticed that a little, old, gray man, clean like a scraped bone, watched me eagerly. His eyes were set deep in his head, as if they had been frightened back. He was shriveled up, but strong like a buck and quick on his feet. He used to sidle up toward people and was always in the center of a crowd. He marched and scrutinized each face as if looking for an acquaintance. He seemed to want something from me but did not dare ask for it, and I pitied his timidity.


    I was going to Lubin, to the sitting Aphanasia, and he followed me silently, leaning on his white staff. I asked him, “Have you been wandering long, Uncle?”


    He grew happy, shook his head and tittered.


    “Nine years already, my boy, nine years.”


    “You must be carrying a great sin,” I said.


    “Where is there measure or weight for sin? Only God knows my sins.”


    “Nevertheless, what have you done?” I laughed and he smiled.


    “Nothing,” he answered. “I have lived on the whole as every one else. I am a Siberian from beyond Tobolsk. I was a driver in my youth and later had an inn with a saloon and also kept a store.”


    


    “You’ve robbed some one.” The old man started. “ Why, what is the matter with you? God save me from it.”


    “I was only joking,” I said. “I saw a little man trotting along, and I thought to myself, how could such a little man commit a big sin.” The old man stopped and shook his head.


    “All souls have the same size,” he answered, “and they are all equally acceptable to the devil. But tell me, what do you think about death? You have spoken in the shelters about life, always about life. But where is death?”


    “Here somewhere,” I answered.


    He threatened me with his finger jokingly and said: “It is here. That’s it, it is always here.”


    “Well, what if it is?” I asked.


    “It is here,” and rising on his tiptoes he whispered into my ear, “Death is all powerful. Even Christ could not escape it. ‘ Let this cup pass from me,’ He said, but the Heavenly Father did not let it pass. He could not. There is a saying, ‘ Death appears and the sun disappears,’ you see.”


    The little, old man began to talk like a stream rushing down a mountain. “ Death circles around us all and man walks along as if he were crossing a precipice on a tightrope; one push with Death’s wing and man is no more. O Lord, by Thy force Thou hast strengthened the world, but how has He strengthened it if death is placed above everything? You can be bold in thought, steeped in learning, but you will only live as long as death permits you.” He smiled, but his eyes were full of tears.


    What could I say to him? I had never thought of death and now I had no time.


    He skipped along beside me, looking into my face with his faded eyes, his beard trembling and his left hand hid in the bosom of his cloak. He kept looking about him as if he expected death to jump out from some bush and catch him by the hand and throw him into hell.


    I looked at him astonished.


    Around us all life surged. The earth was covered with the emerald foam of the grass, unseen larks sang, and everything grew toward the sun in many colored brilliant shouts of gladness.


    “How did you get such thoughts?” I asked my traveling companion. “Have you been very sick?”


    “No,” he said. “Up to my forty-seventh year I lived peacefully and contentedly, and then my wife died and my daughter-in-law hanged herself. Both were lost in the same year.”


    “Maybe you yourself drove her to the noose.”


    “No, it was from her own depravity that she killed herself. I did not bother her, though even if I had lived with her, it would have been forgiven in a widower. I am no priest, and she was no stranger to me. Even when my wife was alive I lived like a widower. She was sick for four years and did not once come down from the stove. When she died I crossed myself. ‘ Thank God,’ I said, ‘ am free.’ I wanted to marry again when suddenly the thought occurred to me I live well, I am contented, but yet I have to die. Why should it be so? I was overcome. I gave everything I had to my son and began my wandering. I thought that on the road I would not notice that I was going to the grave, for everything about me was gay and shining and seemed to lead away from the graveyard. However, it is all the same.”


    “Your heart is heavy, Uncle?” I asked him.


    “Oh, my son, it is so terrible I cannot describe it. In the daytime I try to be among people that I may hide behind them. Death is blind, perhaps it might not see me or make a mistake and take some one else, but at night, when each one remains unprotected, it is terrible to lie awake without sleep. It seems to me then that a black hand sweeps over me, feeling my breast and searching, ‘ Are you here?’ It plays with my heart like a cat with a mouse and my heart becomes frightened and beats. I get up and look about me. There are people lying down, but who knows whether they will arise? It happens that death takes away in crowds. In our village it took a whole family, a husband, a wife and two daughters who died of coal smoke in the bath house.”


    His mouth twitched in a vain effort to smile, but tears flowed from his eyes.


    “If one would only die within a little hour, or in sleep, but first there comes sickness to eat one away little by little.”


    He frowned and his face contracted and looked like mildew. He walked quickly, almost skipping, but the light went out of his eyes, and he kept muttering in a low voice, neither to me nor to himself: “Oh, Lord, let me be a mosquito, only to live on the earth! Do not kill me, Lord; let me be a bug or even a little spider!”


    “How pitiable! “ I thought.


    At the station, among people, he seemed to revive again, and he talked about his mistress, Death, but with courage. He preached to the people. “You will die,” he said; “you will be destroyed on an unknown day and in an unknown hour. Perhaps three versts from here the lightning will strike you down.”


    He made some sad and others angry, and they quarreled with him. One young woman called out: “You have nothing the matter with you, and yet death bothers you.”


    She said it with such anger that I noticed her, and even the old man stopped his eulogy on death.


    All the way to Lubin he comforted me, until he bored me to death. I have seen many such people who run away from death and foolishly play hide-and-seek with it. Even among the young there are some struck by fear, and they are worse than the old. They are all Godless; their souls are black within, like the pipe of a stove, and fear whistles through them even in the fairest weather. Their thoughts are like old pilgrims who patter on the earth, walking without knowing whither and blindly trampling under foot the living things in their path. They have the name of God on their lips, but they love no one and have no desire for anything. They are occupied with only one thing: To pass on their fears to others, so that people will take them up, the beggars, and comfort them.


    They do not go to people to get honey, but that they may pour into another soul the deadly poison of their putrid selves. They love themselves and are without shame in their poverty, and resemble crippled beggars who sit on the road on the way to church and disclose their wounds and their sores and their deformities to people, that they may awaken pity and receive a copper.


    They wander, sowing everywhere the gloomy seeds of unrest, and groan aloud, with the desire to hear their groans’ reecho. But around them surges a mighty wave — the wave of humble seekers for God and human suffering surrounds them many colored. For instance, like that of the young woman, the little Russian, who had talked up to the old man. She walked silent, her lips compressed, her face sunburnt and angry, and her eyes burning with a keen fire. If spoken to she answered sharply, as if she wanted to stick you with a knife.


    “Rather than getting angry,” I said to her, “you had better tell me your trouble. You might feel better afterward.”


    “What do you want of me?”


    “I don’t want anything; don’t be afraid.”


    “I am not afraid; but you are disgusting to me.”


    “Why am I disgusting?”


    “Stop insisting or I will call the people.” And so she struck out at every one — old and young, and women, too.


    “I do not need you,” I answered. “I need your pain, for I want to know why people suffer.”


    She looked at me sideways and answered, “Go to others. They are all in need, the devil take them.”


    “Why curse them?”


    “Because I want to.”


    She seemed to me like one possessed.


    “For whom are you making this pilgrimage?” I asked.


    A smile spread over her face. She slackened her pace and she talked, though not to me:


    “Last spring my husband went down the Dneiper to float lumber, and he never came back. Perhaps he was drowned, or perhaps he found another wife — who knows? My father-in-law and mother-in-law are very poor and very bad. I have two children — a boy and a girl — and how was I to feed them? I was ready to work — to break myself in two working — but there was no work. And what can a woman earn? My father-in-law scolded. ‘You and your children are a millstone around our necks, with your eating and drinking.’ My mother-in-law nagged, ‘You are young yet; go to the monastery; the monks desire women, and you can earn much money.’ I could not stand the hunger of the children, and so I went. Should I have drowned them? I went.”


    She talked as in her sleep, through her teeth and indistinctly, and her eyes cried out with the pain of motherhood.


    “My son is already in his fourth year; his name is Ossip and my daughter’s name is Ganka. I beat them when they asked for bread; I beat them. I have wandered a whole month and I have earned four rubles. The monks are miserly. I would have earned more at honest labor. Oh, those devils! What waters can wash me now?”


    I felt I ought to say something to her, so I said: “On account of your children, God will forgive you.”


    Here she cried out at me. “What is that to me? I’m not guilty before God! If He doesn’t forgive me, He doesn’t have to, and if He forgives me, I myself cannot forget it. It cannot be worse in hell. There the children will not be with me.”


    I excited her in vain, I said to myself. But already she could not restrain herself.


    “There is no God for the poor. When we were in Zeleniklin on the banks of the Amur, how we celebrated mass and prayed and wept for aid! But did He aid us? We suffered there for three years, and those who did not die from fever returned paupers. My father died there, my mother had her leg broken by a wheel and both my brothers were lost in Siberia.”


    Her face became like stone. Although her features were heavy, she had a serious beauty about her and her eyes were dark and her hair thick. All night up to early morning I spoke with her sitting on the edge of the wood behind the box of the railroad watchman. I saw that her heart was all burned out, that she was no longer capable of weeping, and only when she spoke of her childhood did she smile twice, involuntarily, and her eyes became softer.


    I thought to myself as she spoke, “She’s ready to kill. She will murder some one yet or she will become the loosest of the loose. There is no outlet for her.”


    “I do not see God, and I do not love people,” she said. “What kind of people are they if they cannot aid one another. Such people! Before the strong they are lambs and before the weak — wolves, but even the wolves live in packs but people live each one for himself and an enemy to his neighbor. I have seen and see much, and may they all go to ruin! To bear children and not to be able to bring them up! Is that right? I beat mine when they asked for bread; I beat them!”


    In the morning she arose to sell her body to the monks, and going away she said to me spitefully, “What is the matter with you? We slept near each other and you are stronger than I am, and yet you did not take advantage of the bargain.”


    I felt as if she had slapped my face.


    “You do wrong in insulting me,” I answered.


    She lowered her eyes and then said, “I feel like insulting every one, even those who are not guilty. You are young and you are worn out and your temples are gray. I know that you, too, suffer, but as for me, it is all the same, I pity no one. Good-by.” And she went away.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XVI


    
      
    


    IN the six years of my wandering I have seen many people made bad by sorrow. An unquenchable hatred for every one burned within them, and they were blind to everything but evil. They saw evil and bathed in it as in a hot bath, and they drank gall like a drunkard wine, and laughed and triumphed.


    “Ours is the right,” they cried. “Evil and unhappiness are everywhere; there is no place to escape.”


    They fell into mad despair and, inflamed by it, led depraved lives and soiled the earth in every way, as if to revenge themselves on her that she gave them birth. They crawled without strength on the paths of the earth, and remained slaves of their own weakness to the very day of their death. They elevated sorrow to godhood and bowed before it, and desired to see nothing but their own sores and hear nothing but the outcries of their own despair.


    They were to be pitied, for they were as though mad; but how repulsive to the soul they were, with their readiness to spit their gall into every face and pollute the sun itself with their spittle if they could.


    There were others, who were crushed by sorrow and frightened by it, who remained silent and tried to hide their small and slave-like lives, but who did not succeed and only served as clay in the hands of the strong, to plaster up the chinks in the walls of their own fortress.


    Many faces and expressions have become engraved on my mind. Bitter tears were shed before me, and more than once I was deafened by the terrible laughter of despair.


    I have tasted of all the poisons and drunk of a hundred rivers, and many times I myself wept the bitter tears of impotence. Life seemed to me a terrible delirium. It was a whirlwind of frightened words and warm rain of tears; it was a ceaseless cry of despair, an agonized convulsion of the whole earth suffering with an upward struggle, unattainable to my mind and to my heart.


    My soul groaned, “No; that is not the right.” The streams of sorrow flowed turbidly over the whole earth, and with unspeakable horror I saw that there was no room for God in this chaos which separated man from man. There was no room to manifest His strength, no spot to place His foot. Eaten up by the vipers of sorrow and fear, by malice and despair, by greed and shamelessness, all life was falling into ruin and man was being destroyed by discord and weakening isolation.


    I questioned: “Art Thou not truly, O Lord, but a dream of the soul of man, a hope created by despair in an hour of dark impotence?”


    I saw that each one had his own God, and that his God was neither more noble nor more beautiful than His worshipers. This revelation crushed me. It was not God that man sought, but the forgetfulness of sorrow. Misfortune torments man and drives him in all directions. He escapes from himself; he wishes to avoid action; he is afraid to work in harmony with life, and he seeks a quiet corner where he can hide himself.


    I did not find in man the holy feeling of seeking God nor a striving to rejoice in the Lord. I saw nothing but fear of life, a desire to overcome sorrow. My conscience cried out: “No; that is not the right!”


    It happened more than once that I met a man who seemed deep in serious thought and had a good, clean light in his eyes. If I met him once or twice, he was the same; but at the third or fourth meeting I would see that he was bad or drunk, and that he was no longer modest, but shameless, vulgar and blasphemed God, and I could not understand why the man was spoiled or what had broken him. All seemed blind to me, and to fall easily by the wayside.


    I seldom heard an exalted word. Too frequently men spoke strange words out of habit, not understanding the benefit nor the harm which was locked up in their thoughts. They gathered together the speeches of the pious monks or the prophecies of the hermits and the anchorites, and divided them among each other, like children playing with broken pieces of china. In fact, I did not see the man, but fragments of broken lives, dirty human dust, which swept over the earth and was blown by various winds onto the steps of churches.


    The people circled in vast numbers around the relics of the saints or the miracle-making ikons, or bathed in the holy streams, and sought only selfforgetfulness. The church processions were painful to me. Even as a child the miraculous ikons had lost their significance for me, and my life in the monastery had destroyed any vestige of respect that was left. At times I felt that man was a gigantic worm, crawling in the dust of the roads, and that men urged each other on by a force which I could not see, calling to each other, “Forward! Hurry!”


    And above them, forcing their heads to the ground, floated the ikon like a yellow bird, and it seemed to me that its weight was far too heavy for them.


    Those possessed fell in heaps in the dust and mud under the feet of the crowd, and they struggled like fish in the water, and their wild cries were heard. But the crowds passed over these palpitating bodies, stamped them and kicked them under foot, and cried out to the image of the Virgin, “Rejoice, Thou queen of heaven!”


    Their faces were distorted and wild with straining, damp with sweat and black with dirt; and this whole procession of man, singing a joyless song with weary voices and marching with hollow steps, insulted the earth and darkened the heavens.


    The beggars sat or reclined on the sides of the road, under the trees and stretched themselves out like two gay ribbons — the sick, the crippled, the wounded, the armless, the legless and the blind. Their worn bodies crept over the earth, their mutilated arms and legs trembled in the air and pushed themselves before people to excite their pity. The beggars moaned and wailed, their wounds burned in the sun, while they asked and begged a kopeck for themselves, in the name of God. Many of them were eyeless, while in others the eyes burned like coals and pain gnawed the flesh without respite, and they resembled some horrible growth.


    I saw man persecuted. The force which drove him into the dust and the dirt seemed hostile to me. Whither did it drive them? No; that is not the right!


    Once I was in the exquisite city of Kiev, and I was struck by the beauty and the grandeur of this ancient nest of the Russians. There I had an interview with a monk who was supposed to be very wise. I said to him:


    “I cannot understand the laws upon which the life of a man is based.”


    “Who are you?” he asked me.


    “A peasant.”


    “Can you read and write?”


    “A little.”


    “Reading and writing is not for such as you,” he said sternly.


    I saw in truth that he was a seer.


    “Are you a Stundist?” he asked me.


    “No.”


    “A-ha! Then you are a Dukhobor?”


    “Why?”


    “I gather it from your words.”


    His face was pink like flesh and his eyes were small.


    “If you seek God,” he said to me, “then it is for but one reason — to abase Him.” He threatened me with his finger. “I know your kind. You will not read the Credo a hundred times. Well, read it, and all your foolishness will vanish like smoke. I would send all you heretics to Abyssinia, to the Ethiopians in Africa. There you would perish alive from the heat.”


    “Were you ever in Abyssinia?” I asked him.


    “Yes,” he answered.


    “And you didn’t perish?”


    The monk became enraged.


    Another time, near the Dneiper, I met a man. He sat on the banks opposite Lafra and he threw stones into the water. He was about fifty, bald, bearded, his face covered with wrinkles, and his head large. At that time I could tell by the eyes if a man was in earnest or not, and I walked up to him and sat down at his side. It was toward evening. The turbid Dneiper rolled its waters hurriedly. Behind it rose the mountains, gray with temples, where the proud golden heads of the churches shimmered in the sun, the crosses glistened and the windows sparkled like precious gems. It appeared that the earth opened its lap and showed her treasure to the sun in proud bounty.


    The man next to me said in a low voice, and sorrowfully:


    “They should cover Lafra with glass and drive all the monks away from it and permit no one to enter, for there is no man worthy to walk amid such beauty.”


    It was like a fairy tale told by some wise, great man, which came true there upon the banks of the river, where the waves of the Dneiper, rushing down from afar, splashed up against the Lafra with joy at the sight of it. But its surprised surging could not drown the quiet voice of man. With what force it commenced, with what strength it was built up! Like a faint dream, I remembered Prince Vladimir, and the Church fathers, Anthony and Theodosia, and all the Russian heroes; and I was filled with regret.


    The innumerable chimes on the other side of the bank rang out loudly and joyfully, but the sad thoughts about life fell more distinctly on my ears. We do not remember our birth. I came to seek the true faith, and now I found myself wondering, “Where is man?”


    I could not see man. I saw only Cossacks, peasants, officials, priests, merchants. I could find no one who was not tied up with some daily and ordinary affair. Each one served some one, each one was under some one’s orders. Above the official was another official, and so they rose, till they vanished from the eyes in an unattainable height. And there God was hidden!


    Night came on. The water in the river became bluer and the crosses on the churches lost their rays. The man still threw stones in the water, but I could no longer see the ripples which they made.


    “Three years ago,” he said, “we had a riot in Maikop on account of a pestilence among the cattle. The dragoons were called out to fight us, and peasants killed peasants. And all because of cattle. Many were killed. I thought to myself then: ‘ What is this faith of the Russians, if we are ready to kill each other on account of a few oxen, when God said to us, “Thou shalt not kill.”’“


    The Lafra disappeared in the darkness, and like a vision reentered the mountain. The Cossack searched for stones in the sand around him, found them and threw them into the river, and the water splashed loudly.


    “Such is man,” the Cossack said, lowering his head. “The laws of God are like spiritual milk, but they come down to us skimmed. It is written, ‘ With a pure heart you will see God.’ But how can your heart be pure if you do not live according to your own will? Without one’s freedom there is no true faith, but only a fictitious one.”


    He arose, shook himself and looked about him. He was a square-built fellow.


    “We are not free enough before God; that is what I think.”


    He took his cap and went away, and I remained alone, as if glued to the earth. I wished to grasp the meaning of the Cossack’s words, but I could not. Still, I felt that they were right.


    The warm southern night caressed me, and I thought to myself:


    “Is it possible that only in suffering is the human soul beautiful? Where is the pivot around which this human whirlwind moves? What is the meaning of this vanity?”


    In winter I always went south, where it was warmer; but if the snow and the cold caught me in the north, then I always entered a monastery. At first the monks did not receive me in a friendly way, but when I showed them how I worked they accepted me readily. They liked to see a man work well and not take any money.


    My feet rested, while my arms and my head worked. I remembered all that I saw during the summer, and I desired to draw out of it some clean food for my soul. I weighed, I extracted, I wanted to understand the reasons for things, and at times I became so confused that I could have wept.


    I felt overfed with the groans and the sorrows of the earth, and the boldness of my soul vanished and I became morose, silent, and an anger arose in me against everything. —


    From time to time dark despair took hold of me, and for weeks I lived as if in a dream or blind. I desired nothing and saw nothing.


    I began to wonder if I should not stop this wandering and live as every one else, and stop puzzling over my riddles, and subject myself humbly to conditions of things which were not of my making.


    My days were as dark as the night, and I stood alone on the earth, like the moon in heaven, except that I gave no light. I could stand apart from myself and watch myself. I saw myself on the crossways, a healthy young fellow, who was a stranger to every one, and whom nothing pleased, and who believed in no one. Why did he live? Why was he apart from the world?


    My soul became chilled.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XVII


    
      
    


    I ALSO went to nunneries for a week or two, and in one of them, on the Volga, I hurt my foot with an ax one day while chopping wood. Mother Theoktista, a good little old woman, nursed me.


    The monastery was not large, but rich, and the sisters all had a prosperous and dignified appearance. They irritated me, with their sweetness and their honied smiles and their fat crops.


    Once, as I stood at vespers, I heard one of the women in the choir sing divinely. She was a tall young girl, with a flushed face, black eyes, stern looking, her lips red, and her voice was sure and full. She sang as if she were questioning something, and angry tears mingled with her voice.


    My foot became better and, as I was already able to work, I was preparing to leave the place. While I was shoveling the snow from the road one day I saw the girl coming. She walked quietly, but stiffly. In her right hand, which was pressed against her breast, she carried a rosary; her left hung by her side like a whip. Her lips were compressed, she frowned and her face was pale. I bowed to her, but she threw her head backward and looked at me as if I had done her harm at some time. Her manner en-


    raged me. Moreover, I could not bear the sight of this young nun.


    “Well, my girl,” I said, “it is not easy to live.” She started and stopped.


    “What did you say?” she asked.


    “It is hard to master one’s self,” I said.


    “Oh, the devil!” she said suddenly in a low voice, but with great anger. And with that her black figure disappeared quickly, like a cloud on a windy day.


    I cannot explain why I said that to her. At that time many such thoughts jumped into my head and flew out like sparks into any one’s eyes. It seemed to me that all people were liars and hypocrites.


    Three days later I saw her again on another road. She angered me still more. Why did she cover herself all in black? From what was she hiding? When she passed me I said to her:


    “Do you wash to escape from here?”


    The girl trembled, threw back her head and remained standing, straight as an arrow. I thought she would cry out, but she passed me, and then I heard her answer distinctly:


    “I will tell you to-night.”


    I was terrified, but I thought perhaps I had not heard correctly. Still, though she had spoken low, her words came as clearly to me as from a bell. At first they amused me; then I became confused, and later I calmed myself, thinking that perhaps the bold hussy was joking with me.


    When I had hurt my foot, they had brought me into the infirmary and I occupied a little room under the staircase, and that room I occupied all the time I stayed at the monastery. That night as I lay in my cot I thought it was time I stopped my wandering life, and that I ought to go to some city and there work in a bakery. I did not wish to think about the girl.


    Suddenly some one knocked very low. I jumped up, opened the door, and an old woman bowed and said:


    “Follow me, if you please.”


    I understood where, but I asked nothing and went, threatening her inwardly.


    “Is that the way it is, my dear? You will see how I will surprise your soul.”


    We crossed corridors and came to the place. The old woman opened a door and pushed me forward, whispering, “I will come to take you back.”


    A match flared up for a moment and in the darkness a familiar face lit up, and I heard her voice say:


    “Lock the door.”


    I locked it.


    I felt along the wall till I reached the stove, leaned up against it and asked:


    “Will there be no light?”


    The girl gave a little laugh. “What kind of a light?” she asked.


    “Oh, you wanton!” I thought to myself, but remained silent.


    I could hardly make out the girl. She was in the dark, like a black cloud in a stormy sky.


    “Why don’t you speak?” she asked. Her voice was masterful.


    She must be rich, I thought, and I collected myself and said:


    “It is for you to speak.”


    “Were you serious when you asked me about my running away from here?”


    I stopped to think how I could best insult her, but then, like a coward, I answered quietly:


    “No. It was only to test your piety.”


    Again she lit a match. Her face stood out clearly and her black eyes gazed boldly. It was unpleasant for me.


    I got used to the darkness and saw that she stood, tall and black, in the middle of the room, and her bearing was strangely straight.


    “You need not test my piety,” she whispered hotly. “I did not call you here for that, and if you do not understand, go away from here.”


    Her breast heaved and there was something serious in her voice — nothing loose.


    In the wall opposite me was a window, and it looked like a path which had been cut out of the darkness into the night. The sight of it was disagreeable to me.


    I felt uncomfortable, for I understood that I had made a mistake, and it became more and more painful to me, so that my limbs trembled.


    She continued talking.


    “I have nowhere to run away to. My uncle drove me here by force, but I can live here no longer. I shall hang myself.”


    Then she became silent, as if lost in an abyss.


    I lost myself entirely, but she moved nearer to me and her breath came with difficulty.


    “What do you wish?” I asked her.


    She came up to me and put her hand on my shoulder. It trembled, and I, too, shook all over. My knees became weak and the darkness entered my throat and stifled me.


    “Perhaps she is possessed,” I thought to myself.


    But she began to sob as she spoke, and her breath came hot on my face.


    “I gave birth to a son, and they took him away from me and drove me here, where I cannot live. They tell me that my child is dead. My uncle and aunt say it, my guardians. Perhaps they have killed him. Perhaps they abandoned him. What can one know, my dear friend? I have still two years to be in their power before I reach my majority, but I cannot remain here.”


    The words came from her inmost heart, and I felt guilty before her. I was sorry for her, and also a little afraid. She seemed half insane. I did not know whether to believe her or not.


    But she continued her whispering, which was broken by sobs: —


    “I want a child. As soon as I am with child, they will drive me away from here. I need a child, since the first one died. I want to give birth to another, and this time I will not let them, take it away from me, nor let them rob my soul. I beg pity and help from you. You, who are good, aid me with your strength, help me get back that which was taken from me. Believe me, in Christ’s name, I am a mother, not a loose woman. I do not want to sin, but I want a child. It is not pleasure I seek, but motherhood.”


    


    I was in a dream. I believed her. It was impossible not to believe when a woman stood on her rights and called a stranger to her, and said openly to him:


    “They have forbidden me to create man. Help me.”


    I thought of my mother, whom I had never known. Perhaps it was in this same way that she threw her strength into the power of my father. I embraced her and said:


    “Pardon me. I have judged you wrongly. Forgive me in the name of the Mother of God.”


    While lost in self-forgetfulness in accomplishing the holy sacrament of marriage, an impious doubt arose in my mind.


    “Perhaps she is deceiving me, and I am not the first man with whom she is playing this game.”


    Then she told me her life story. Her father was a locksmith and her uncle was a machinist’s apprentice. Her uncle drank and was cruel. In summer he worked on steamboats, in winter on docks. She had nowhere to live, for her father and mother were drowned while there was a fire on a boat, and she became an orphan at thirteen. At seventeen she became the mother of a child by a young nobleman.


    Her low voice flowed through my soul, her warm arms were around my neck, and her head rested on my shoulder. I listened to her, but the serpent of doubt gnawed at my heart.


    We have forgotten that it was a woman who gave birth to Christ and followed him humbly to Golgotha. We have forgotten that it was woman who was mother of all the saints and of all the heroes of the past. We have forgotten the value of woman in our vile lust and have degraded her for our pleasure and turned her into a household drudge. And that is why she no longer gives birth to saviors of life, but only bare, mutilated children, the fruit of our own weakness.


    She told me about the monastery. She was not the only one who was sent in there by force. Suddenly she said to me, caressingly:


    I have a good friend here, a pure girl, from a rich family. And, oh, if you would only know how difficult it is for her to live here. Perhaps you could make her with child also. Then they would drive her forth from here and she would go to her godmother.”


    “Good God!” I thought, “another one in misery!”


    And again my faith in the omniscience of God and the righteousness of his laws was broken into. How could one place man in misery that laws might triumph?


    Christa whispered low in my ear: “If only you could help her also!”


    Her words killed my doubts and I was ready to kiss her feet, for I understood that only a pure woman, who appreciated the value of motherhood, could speak like that.


    I confessed my doubts to her. She pushed me from her and wept low in the darkness, and I dared not comfort her.


    “Do you think I had no qualms or shame in calling you? “ she said to me reproachfully. “You, who are so strong and handsome? Was it easy for me to beg a caress from a man as if it were alms? Why did I go to you? I saw a man who was stern, whose eyes were serious, who spoke little and had little to do with young nuns. Your temples are gray. Moreover, I do not know why, I believed you to be true and good. But when you spoke to me that first time so unkindly, I wept. ‘ I was mistaken,’ I thought to myself. But later, thank God, I decided to call you.”


    “Forgive me,” I said to her.


    She kissed me. “God will forgive you.”


    Here the old woman knocked on the door and whispered:


    “It is time to part. They will ring matins soon.”


    When she led me along the corridors she said:


    “Will you give me a ruble?”


    I could have struck her.


    I lived about five days with Christa. It was impossible to stay longer, for the choir singer and the neophyte began to bother me too much. Besides, I felt the need of being alone to reflect on this incident.


    How could they forbid women to bear children if such was their wish, and if children have been and always will be the harbingers of a new life, the bearers of new strength?


    There was another reason for my having to fly. Christa showed me her friend. She was a slim young girl, with blonde curly hair and blue eyes and resembled my Olga. Her little face was pure, and she looked out upon the world with profound sadness. I was drawn toward her, and Christa urged me on.


    But this was a different matter. Christa was no longer a girl; but Julia was innocent, and her husband should also be innocent.


    I had no longer faith in my purity nor did I know what I really was. It did not matter with Christa, but with the other my self-doubt had the power to interfere. Why, I do not know, but it had that power.


    I said good-by to Christa. She wept a little and asked me to write to her; said she would want to let me know when she was with child, and I gave her an address. Soon after I wrote her. She answered with a letter of good news, and I wrote her again. She was silent.


    About a year and a half later, in Zadona, I received a letter. It had lain a long time in the post office. She told me that she gave birth to a child, a son; that she called him Matvei; that he was happy and healthy; that she lived with her aunt, and that her uncle was dead. He had drunk himself to death.


    “Now,” she wrote, “I am my own mistress, and if you will come you will be received with joy.”


    I had a desire to see my son and my accidental wife, but by this time I had found a true road for myself and I did not go to her.


    “I cannot now,” I wrote. “I will come later.” Afterward she married a merchant who sold books and engravings, and went to live in Ribinsk.


    In Christa I saw for the first time a person who had no fear in her soul and who was ready to fight for herself with all her strength. But at that time I — did not appreciate the great value of this trait.


    After the incident with Christa I went to work in the city; but life there was distasteful to me. It was narrow and oppressive. I did not like the artisans. They gave their souls nakedly and openly into the power of the masters. Each one seemed to cry out by his action:


    “Here, devour my body! Drink my blood! I have no room on this earth for myself!”


    It was unpleasant for me to be with them. They drank, they swore at each other over a bagatelle, they sang their sad songs and burned at their labor night and day, and their masters warmed their fat marrows by them.


    The bakery was close and dirty; the men slept there like dogs, and vodka and passion were their only pleasures. When I spoke to them about the false arrangement of our life they listened, grew sorrowful and agreed with me. But when I said that we had to seek God, they sighed and my words flowed past them.


    At times, for some unknown reason, they made fun of me, and did it with malice.


    I do not like cities. The incessant noise and traffic are unbearable to me, and the city people, with their insane business, remained strangers.


    There were drinking places enough, and a superabundance of churches. The houses rose like mountains, but to live in them was difficult. The people were many, but each one lived for himself; each one was tied to his work, and his life ran along on one thread, like a dog on a string.


    I heard weariness in every sound. Even the chimes rang out without hope, and I felt in my whole soul that things were not created for this. It was not right.


    At times I laughed at myself. What kind of a leader is this that has arisen among you? But though I laughed, it was not with joy, for I saw only error in everything, and since I could not understand, it was all the more oppressive to me. I sank into the depths.


    At night I remembered my wandering and freer life, especially my nights in the open fields. In the fields the earth is round and clear and dear to your heart. You lie on her as in the palm of a hand, small and simple like a child, clothed in a warm shadow and covered by the starry sky, floating with it past the stars. You feel your tired body filled with a strong perfume of plants and flowers, and it seems to you that you lie in a cradle, and that an unseen hand rocks it and puts you to sleep. The shadows float past and brush the tops of the plants, there is a murmuring and whispering around you, and somewhere a marmot comes out from its hole and whispers low.


    Far off on the horizon a dark form arises. Perhaps it is a horse in the night. He stands for a second, then vanishes into the sea of warm darkness. Then something else arises, now in another place, another form. And so the whole night long, the guardians of earthly sleep, the loving shadows of the summer nights, silently come and go in the fields.


    You feel that near you, in the whole sphere, all life has drawn back, resting in a light slumber. And your conscience hurts. Yet you continue to crush the plants with the weight of your body. A night-bird flies noiselessly, a piece of earth is broken off and becomes alive, and winged with its desires, seeks to fulfil them. Mice rustle through the grass; sometimes a small, soft thing runs quickly across your hand. You start, and you feel still deeper the abundance of life; that the earth itself is alive underneath you, is near to you and closely related to you. You hear her breathe, and you wonder what is the dream she is having, and what strength is quietly being born in her breast. How will she look upon the sun to-morrow? In what way will she rejoice him, his beautiful and beloved one?


    You lie on her breast and your body grows and you drink the warm, perfumed milk of your dear mother, and you see yourself completely and forever the child of the earth. With gratitude you think of her, “Oh, my beloved earth!”


    Unseen torrents of wholesome strength pour from the earth and streams of spicy perfumes float in the air. The earth is like a censer to the heavens, and you both the fire and the incense. The stars burn ardently that they may show all their beauty before the rising of the sun, and love and sleep fill and caress you. The bright light of hope passes warmly through your soul. “Somewhere there exists a sublime God.”


    “Seek and thou shalt find.” That is well said, and we should not forget these words, for in truth they are worthy of the human mind.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XVIII


    
      
    


    AS soon as spring came to the city I started out to tramp to Siberia, for I had heard that country highly praised, but on my way I was stopped by a man who strengthened my soul for the rest of my life and showed me the true path to God.


    I met him on the road between Perm and Verkhotur.


    I was lying on the edge of a wood and had built a fire to boil water. It was noon, very hot, and the air was filled with a rosinlike woody smell, oily and sappy. It was difficult to breathe. Even the birds felt hot, and they hid themselves in the depth of the wood and sang there happily while they arranged their lives.


    It was quiet on the edge of the wood. It seemed to me that everything would soon melt underneath the sun and that the trees and the rocks and my own stultified body would flow in a many-colored, thick stream upon the earth.


    A man was approaching, coming from the Perm side, singing in a loud, trembling voice. I raised my head and listened. I saw a little pilgrim, in a white cassock, with a tea-kettle at his belt and a calf-skin knapsack and a sauce-pan on his back. He walked briskly and nodded and smiled to me from afar.


    He was the usual pilgrim. There are many such, and all of them are harmful. Making pilgrimages is a paying business for them. They are boorish and ignorant and are inveterate liars and drunkards, and are not beyond stealing. I disliked them from the bottom of my heart.


    He came up to me, took off his cap, shook his head, and his hair danced drolly, while he chattered like a magpie.


    “Peace to you, young man. What heat! It is twenty-two degrees hotter than hell.”


    “Are you long from there?” I asked.


    “About six hundred years.”


    His voice was vibrant and gay, his head small, his forehead high, and his face was covered with fine winkles, like a spider-web. His gray beard looked clean and his brown eyes shone with gold, like a young man’s.


    “He is a merry dog,” I thought to myself.


    But he continued chattering. “The Urals; there is where you find beauty! The Lord is a great master in decorating the earth. He knows how to arrange the woods and the trees and the mountains well.”


    He took his tramping gear off, moving quickly and briskly. He saw that my kettle was boiling over and he lifted it off the fire, and asked like an old comrade:


    “Shall I pour out my tea, or will we drink yours?” Before I had time to answer, he added: “Well, let’s drink mine. I’ve got good tea. A merchant gave it to me. It’s expensive.”


    I smiled. “You’re spry,” I said to him.


    “That’s nothing,” he answered. “I am nearly dead from the heat. But wait till I’m rested. Then I will crease out your wrinkles for you.”


    There was something about him which reminded me of Savelko, and I wanted to joke with him. But in about five minutes I listened to his words openmouthed. They were strangely familiar; yet unheard-of, and it seemed to me that my own heart, not he, was singing the joy of the sunny days:


    “Look! Is this not a holiday? Is it not paradise? The mountains rise toward the sun, rejoicing, and the woods climb to the summits of the hills, and the little blades of grass under your feet strive winged up toward the light of life. All sing psalms of joy, but you, man, you, master of the earth, why do you sit here, morose?”


    “What strange bird is that?” I asked myself. But I said to him, tiding to draw him out:


    “But what if I am filled with unhappy thoughts?” He pointed to the earth. “What is that?”


    “The earth.”


    “No. Look higher.”


    “You mean the grass?”


    “Higher still.”


    “The shadow?”


    “It is the shadow of your body,” he said, “and your thoughts are the shadow of your soul. What are you afraid of?”


    “I am afraid of nothing.”


    “You are lying. If you are not afraid, your thoughts would be bold. Unhappiness gives birth to fear, and fear comes from lack of faith. That is the way it is. Drink some tea.”


    He poured tea into the cups and spoke without interruption:


    “It seems to me that I have seen you before. Were you ever in Valaan?”


    “I was.”


    “When? No, it was not there. It seems to me that you were red-headed when I saw you there. You have a striking face. It must have been in Solofki that I saw you.”


    “I was never in Solofki.”


    “You were never there? That is too bad. It is an ancient monastery and very beautiful. You ought to go there.”


    “Then you never saw me before?” I said, and it hurt me to find it so.


    “What is the difference?” he cried out. “If I didn’t see you before, I see you now; and at that time the other one must have resembled you. Isn’t that just the same?”


    I laughed. “What do you mean, ‘ just the same’?” —


    “Why not?”


    “Because I am I, and the other one is the other one.”


    “Are you better than he?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “I don’t know either.”


    I looked at him and was overcome with impatience. I wanted him to speak and speak without end. He poured out his tea and continued talking hastily:


    “Yes, the other one was a one-eyed fellow, and it made him wretched. All the lame and the crippled, whether in body or in mind, are the essence of egoism. ‘I am crippled,’ they say, or ‘ I am lame; but you people, don’t you dare notice it.’ He was that kind of a fellow. He said to me, ‘ All people are rascals. When they see that I have one eye they say to me, “you are one-eyed.” That is why they are scoundrels.” My dear boy,’ I said to him, ‘you are a scoundrel and a rascal yourself, and perhaps a fool also. You can take your choice. Understand this: The important thing is not how people look at you but how you look at people. That is why, my friend, we become one-eyed or blind — because we look at other people, hunting for their dark spots and put out our own light in their darkness. If you would light up the other’s darkness with your light, the world would be pleasant for you. Man sees no good in any one else but himself, that is why the whole world is a wretched wilderness for him.’”


    He laughed and looked at me, and I listened to him as one who is lost in the wood at night and hears a far-off bell and is afraid that he made a mistake; that perhaps it is only the cry of an owl.


    I understood that he had seen much; that he had overcome much in himself. But it seemed to me that he did not think much of me, that he was joking with me, and that his young eyes made fun of me. Since my experience with Anthony I seldom trust a man’s smile any longer.


    I asked him who he was.


    “I am called Jehudiel. I am a cheerful idiot for others and a good friend to myself.”


    “Are you from the clergy?”


    I was a priest for some time, but was unfrocked and was put in a monastery at Suzdal for six years. You want to know why? Because I preached sermons in church which the people, in the simplicity of their souls, interpreted too literally. They were whipped for it and I was convicted. And thus the affair ended. What did I preach? I don’t remember now. It was a, long time ago, eighteen years, and one can forget in that time. I have had various thoughts but none of them ever came to anything.”


    He laughed and in each wrinkle of his face the laughter played. He looked about him as if the mountains and the woods were created for him.


    When it became cooler we went on farther together, and on the way he asked me about myself.


    “Who are you?” —


    Again, like that time before Anthony, I wished to place my former days before my eyes and to look upon their checkered face. I spoke about my childhood, about Larion and Savelko, and the old man laughed and shouted.


    “Eh, what good people! The Lord’s fools, what! Those were dear, true flowers of the Russian soil, real God-loving ones.”


    I did not understand this praise and his joy looked strange to me, but he could hardly walk from laughter. He stopped, threw his head back and shouted and called straight up to heaven, as if he had a friend there with whom he wished to share his joy. I said to him kindly:


    “You resemble Savelko somewhat.”


    “Resemble!” he cried. “It is always good,” he said, “ to resemble some one. Eh, dear boy, if only the orthodox church had not ruined us ages ago, how different it would be for the living ones on the Russian soil now.”


    His speech was dark to me.


    I told him about Titoff. He seemed to see my father-in-law before his eyes and he expressed himself freely about him.


    “Such a rascal! I have seen many such. They are rapacious bugs, but foolish and cowardly.”


    When he heard my story about Anthony, he became thoughtful and then said:


    “So, that was a doubting Thomas. Well, not every Thomas is a genius. Some of them are stupidity itself.”


    He drove a bumble-bee from him and lectured it. “Go away, go away from here. Such impoliteness, to fly straight into the eyes. The devil take yOU!”


    I listened to his words attentively, missing nothing. It seemed to me that they were children of deep thought. I spoke to him as before a confessor, except that I hesitated in mentioning God. I was afraid, and I regretted something. God’s image had become tarnished in my soul at this time, and I wanted to polish it from the dust of the days, and I saw that I cleaned up to the hollow places and my heart shuddered with pain.


    The old man nodded his head and encouraged me.


    “Never mind; don’t be afraid. If you keep silent you only lie to yourself, not to me. Speak. Regret nothing. For if you destroy, you will create something new.”


    He responded to my words like an echo and I became more and more at ease with him.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XIX


    
      
    


    NIGHT overtook us.


    “Stop,” he said, “let us find a place to rest.”


    We found a shelter underneath a large rock which had been torn away from its mother mountain, and the brush grew upon it, weaving itself into a dark carpet underneath. We lay down in its warm shadow and built a fire and boiled tea. I asked him: “Father, what were you telling me?”


    He smiled. “I will tell you everything I know. Only don’t seek for assertions in my words. I don’t want to teach, but only to relate. Only those people assert who are afraid of the paths of life, for whom the growth of truth is dangerous. They see that truth burns ever more brightly since men have lit its flames more and more in their hearts, they see it and are afraid. They quickly take a little truth, as much as is advantageous to them, and press it together into a small roll and cry to the whole world: ‘ Here is truth; pure spiritual food, and for all ages unchangeable,’ and they sit, the cursed ones, upon the face of truth and strangle it, clutching at its throat, and hinder the growth of its strength in every possible way — they are enemies to us and to all beings.


    I can say one thing: that is the way it is to-day; but how it will be to-morrow I don’t know. For you see, to-day there is no true, lawful master in life. He has not come yet. I do not know how he will arrange things when he comes; what plans he will establish and what suppress, and what temples he will cause to be built. The apostle Paul once said, ‘ All is for the best,’ and many have accepted these words. But they who have confirmed them are without strength, for they have remained in one place. The stone is without strength. Why? Because of its immobility, brother. It is not right to say to man, ‘ stand here,’ but always, ‘ go farther and farther.’”


    For the first time in my life I heard such speech and it sounded strange to me. Here was a man who negated himself while I tried to ratify myself.


    “Who is this master?” I asked. “The Lord?”


    The old man smiled. “No,” he answered. “It is some one nearer us. I do not want to name him. It is better that you yourself divine it. They believe strongest in Christ who meet Him first and have Him in their hearts; and it is by the strength of their faith that they raised Him to the height of Godhood.”


    He held me as before a closed door, and did not open it, or tell me what was hidden behind it. Impatience and pain grew in me and the words of the old man seemed dark. From time to time sparks flashed from his words, but they only blinded me and did not light the darkness in my soul.


    The night was moonlight, and black shadows surrounded us. The wood overhead crawled silently up to the mountains, and over the mountain tops, between the branches of the trees, the stars shone like lighted birds. A nearby stream murmured. From time to time an owl called in the wood, and over all the old man’s words lived quietly in the night.


    A strange old man! He caught a little insect which was crawling on his cheek and he held it in the palm of his hand and asked it:


    “Where are you going, fool? Go, run in the grass, little creature.”


    I liked it, for I, too, loved all insects, and I was interested in the secret life which they led among the grass and the flowers.


    I asked several questions of the old man, for I wanted him to speak plainly and more concisely, but I noticed that he evaded my problems. In fact, he jumped over them. I liked his lively face. The red reflection of the fire played lovingly over him, and everything vibrated with the peaceful joy which I so desired.


    I envied him. He had lived twice as long as I, or even more, but his soul was clear.


    “One man told me,” I said to him, “that faith comes from imagination. What do you say?”


    “I say,” he answered, “that that man did not know what he was talking about, for faith is a great creative feeling. It is born from the overflow of the life-forces in man. Its strength is enormous and it incites the youthful human spirit, driving it to action, for man is bound and narrowed by his activities, and the outside world hinders him in every way. Everything demands that he produce bread and iron, but not the live treasure which is in the lap of his soul. He does not yet understand how to take advantage of this treasure. He is afraid of the uproar in his soul. He creates monstrosities and he fears the reflection of his turbid spirit. He does not understand its being and he bows to the forms of faith, to his own shadows, I might say.”


    I did not understand him that minute, but for some reason I became deeply enraged, and I thought to myself: “Now, I will not let you go away from this place before you answer the root of the question.” I asked him sternly:


    “Why do you evade the question of God?” He looked at me, frowned and said:


    “But, my dear boy, I am speaking about Him all the time. Do you not feel it?”


    He stood on his knees and the fire played on him. He held my hand and spoke low and impressively: Who is God, the worker of miracles? Is He our Father, or is He the child of our soul?”


    I remember that I started and looked about me, for I felt uncomfortable. Insanity spoke in the old man.


    Dark shadows lay about and I listened, while the murmur of the woods crept around us, drowning the weak crackle of the burning coal and the quiet sound of the river. I, too, wanted to kneel.


    Then he spoke loudly, as if in argument:


    “Man did not create God in weakness, no; but from an overflow of his strength. And He does not live outside of us, but within us. We have torn Him out of us in our terror at the problems of our soul, and we have placed Him above us with a desire to bind our pride, which is ever restless at this binding. I said that they have turned strength into weakness; they have hindered its growth by force. They have conceived an ideal of perfection too hurriedly, and it has resulted in harm and pain to us. Man is divided into two classes: The first are the eternal creators of God; the second are forever slaves of an overpowering desire to master the former and to reign over the whole earth. They have captured power, and it is they who maintain that God exists outside of man; that He is an enemy of the people, a judge and a master of the earth. They have disfigured the face of the soul of Christ and have falsified His commandments, for the real Christ is against them, and is against the mastering of man by his neighbor.”


    He spoke, and I felt that a painful tooth gnawed in my soul. I wanted to tear it out, but it hurt, and I wanted to shout, “That is not the right!”


    There was a holy light in his face and he seemed intoxicated and transported with joy. I saw that his words were insane, but I loved the old man through the pain and the yearning in my heart, and I listened to his speech passionately.


    “But the creators of God are alive and immortal, and within them, secretly and earnestly, they will create God anew. And it is about Him you are dreaming; about a god of beauty and wisdom, of righteousness and love.”


    His words agitated me and lifted me to my feet and gave me a weapon in my hands. Around me the light shadows shimmered and brushed my face with their wings. I was terrified, the earth swam about me, and I thought to myself:


    “Perhaps it is true that the devil tempts man with beautiful words. Perhaps this sly old man is plaiting a noose for me, to catch me in the trap of the greatest sin of all.”


    “Listen,” I said; “who are the creators of God? Who is the master? Whom do you await?”


    He laughed caressingly, like a woman, and answered:


    “The creators of God are the people. They are the great martyrs — greater than the ones the church has praised. They are God, the creators of miracles — the immortal people! I believe in their soul; I have faith in their strength. They are the one and certain basis of life; they are the father of all gods that have been and that will be.”


    “A mad old man,” I thought to myself.


    Up to now it seemed to me that, though slowly, still I was going toward the heights. More than once his words were like a fiery finger that pointed to my soul, and I felt that the burn and the sting were wholesome; but now my heart became suddenly heavy, and I remained standing in the middle of the road, bitterly disappointed. Many fires burned in my breast. I suffered, yet I was incomprehensibly happy. I was bewildered and afraid.


    “Is it possible,” I asked, “that you are speaking of the peasants?”


    He answered loudly and emphatically: “Yes; of the whole working people of the earth, of all its strength — the one and eternal source of the creation of God. Soon the will of the people will awake, and that great force, divided, will unite. Many are already seeking the means by which all the powers of the earth shall be harmonized into one, and from which shall be created the holy and beautiful all embracing God of the earth.”


    He spoke loudly, as if not only I, but the mountains and the woods and all that lived, watching in the night, should hear him. He spoke and quivered, like a bird which is ready to fly, and it seemed to me that all this was a dream and that this dream lowered me.


    I recalled to my mind the image of my God and placed before His face the dark rows of enslaved, confused people. Did they create God? I remembered their petty meanness, their cowardly avarice, their bodies stooped with degradation and toil, their eyes which were dulled with sorrow, their spiritual stammering and their dumb thoughts, and all their superstitions, and could they, these insects, create a new God?


    Wrath and bitter laughter disturbed my heart. I felt that the old man had stolen something from me, and I said to him: “Ah, father, you have done mischief in my soul, like a goat in a garden, and this is all the result of your words. Do you dare to talk with every one like that? It is a great sin in my eyes. You should have pity for people. They seek comfort, and you go about sowing doubt.”


    He smiled. “I think you are on the same road as I am.”


    His smile was offensive to me. “It’s a lie!” I answered. “I will never place man side by side with God.”


    “You don’t have to,” he said. “Do not place him there, for in that way you will put a master over yourself. I am not speaking to you about a man, but of the whole strength of the spirit of the earth — about the people.”


    I became enraged. This “God creator,” in rags, filthy, always drunk, who was beaten and flogged, became disgusting to me.


    “Keep still,” I said. “You are a crazy old blasphemer. Who are the people? They are dirty in body and in thoughts; beggars in mind and in food, and ready to sell their souls for a kopeck.”


    Here something strange happened. He jumped to his feet and shouted, “Shut up!” He waved his arms, stamped his feet, and he looked as though he were ready to beat me. When he had been in a prophetic mood I stood far from him, and he seemed funny, but now the human came nearer to me.


    “Shut up!” he cried. “You granary mouse! You have rotten noble’s blood flowing through you, that is plain. You, who were abandoned to the people! Do you know about whom you are speaking? You are all alike. You proud, lazy land robbers! You don’t know against whom you are barking, you scrofulous dogs! You have plundered and robbed the people; you have sat on their backs, and you swear at them that they don’t run fast enough!”


    He jumped around me and his shadow fell on me, whipping my face coldly, and I moved away from him, surprised and fearful lest he strike me. I was twice as big as he was, and ten times as strong, but somehow I had no desire to stop the man. It was evident that he forgot that night was around us, and that we were in the wilderness, and that if I misunderstood him he would lie there alone in that place, without help. I remembered how that frightened, green Archbishop swore at me that time, and crazy Misha and other people of the old faith; but here was a man who was insulting me, and his wrath burned with a different fire. The others were stronger than I, but in their words I heard fear. This man was weak, but fearless. And he shouted at me, like a child or like a mother. His wrath was strangely loving, like the first storm in spring. I was confused and did not understand the boldness of the old man, and though his anger was amusing, still it hurt me that I so enraged him. He scolded insultingly, and I did not like to be called “abandoned,” but his wrath pleased me, for I understood that here was a man angered, believing truly in his own right, and such wrath does the soul good. There is much love in it, and sweet food for the heart.


    I lay at his feet and he shouted at me from above. “What do you know about the people, you blind fool? Do you know their history? Read their life, and you will find them higher than all the saints, this father of ours, this greatest martyr of all — the People. Then, to your great fortune, you will understand who it is that is before you, and the strength that grows around you, you homeless vagabond, in a strange land! Do you know what Russia is? Do you know what Greece is, which is called Hellas? Do you know Rome? Do you know by whose will and by whose spirit all governments were built? Do you know on whose bones the temples were erected? Do you know with whose tongues the wise men speak? All that is on the earth and all that is in your mind was made by the People, and the nobility have only polished up that which they made.”


    I remained silent. I liked to see a man who was not afraid to defend his right. He sat down, damp and red in the face, and breathed heavily. I saw that there were tears in his eyes, and this surprised me, for whenever my former teachers were offended with me they did not shed tears. He cried out:


    “Listen, and I will tell you about the Russian people.”


    “You had better rest,” I said.


    “Keep still,” he said to me, threatening me with his hand. “Keep still, or I will kill you.”


    I could hardly contain myself, and laughed outright.


    “Dear grandfather,” I said, “you are an unspeakably marvelous old man. Pardon me, in Christ’s name, if I have offended you.”


    “You fool! How could you offend me? But you have spoken badly about the great people, you unhappy soul. It is advantageous for the nobles to slander the people. They have to stifle their conscience, for they are strangers on this earth. But you — who are you?”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XX


    
      
    


    IT was good to look at him when he talked thus. He became dignified and even stern. His voice grew calmer and deeper, and he spoke evenly and in cadences, as if he were reading from the Apostles. His face was turned upward, his eyes were round and big, and he was on his knees, but he seemed taller to me than when he stood. At first I listened to his words with an incredulous smile, but soon I remembered the Russian history which Anthony gave me, and it again opened before my eyes. He recited the marvelous fairy tale to me, and I compared this fairy tale with the book. The words tallied, but the sense was different. He came to the decline of the Kiev government.


    “Have you heard it?”


    “Yes, thank you.” —


    “Well, then, know that those heroes never existed; that it was the people themselves who incarnated their exploits into characters by which to remember their great labor in the building up of the Russian soil.”


    Then he continued talking about the Sudzalsky land.


    I remember that somewhere behind the mountains the sun rose and the night hid itself in the woods and woke the birds. Rosy masses of clouds hung over us and we lay on the dewy grass of the rock, one resuscitating the past, the other astonished, counting up the immeasurable labors of men and hardly believing the tale about the conquest of the hostile woody soil.


    The old man seemed to see everything. He heard the hammering of heavy axes in strong hands; he saw the people drain the swamps and build up cities and monasteries; he saw them go ever farther along the cold rivers, into the depths of the thick forests; he saw them conquer the savage earth; he saw them render it beautiful. The princes, the lords of the people, cut and minced this earth into little pieces and fought against each other with the fists of the people whom they afterward robbed. Then from the steppes came the Tartars, but there was no defender of the people’s liberty to arise from among the princes. There was no honor, no strength, no mind. They sold the people and made merchandise of them with the Khans as if they were cattle, and they bought princely power with the blood of the peasants, to have power over these same peasants. Later, when they had taught the Tartars how to govern, they sent each other to the Khans for slaughter.


    The night around us was friendly and wise like an elder sister. The voice of the old man gave out from weariness. The sun saw him, but he went still farther into the past, and showed me the truth with flaming words.


    “Do you see,” he asked me, “ what the people have done and what they have suffered up to the very day, when you abused them with your stupid words? I have told you mostly of that which they did through another’s will, but after I am rested I will tell you on what their souls have lived and how they have sought God.”


    He coiled up on the rock and fell asleep like a little child. I could not sleep, but sat there as if surrounded by burning coals.


    It was already morning. The’ sun was high and the birds were singing, full-throated. The wood bathed in the dew and rustled, meeting the day friendly and green. People walked along the road; ordinary, every-day people. They walked with bowed heads and I could not see anything new in them. They had not, grown in any way in my eyes. My instructor slept and snored and I sat next to him lost in thought. Men passed by one after the other, looked askance at us and did not even bow their heads to my salute.


    “Is it possible,” I asked myself, “that these are the offspring of those righteous ones, those builders of the earth about whom I have just heard?”


    The dream and the reality became confused in my head, yet I understood that this meeting meant very much for me. The old man’s words about God, the Son of the spirit of the people, disturbed me, and I could not reconcile myself to them, not knowing any other spirit except that one which was living in me.


    I racked my mind for all the peasants and the people I had known and tried to remember their words. They had many sayings, but their thoughts were poor. On the other hand I saw the dark exile of life, the bitter toil for bread, the winters of famine, the everlasting sadness of empty days, all the degradation which man has suffered and every outrage against his soul. Where could God be in this life? Where was there room for Him?


    The old man slept. I wanted to wake him and shout “ Speak!”


    Soon he awoke, blinked his eyes and smiled.


    “Ah,” he said, “the sun is already near noon. It is time for me to go.”


    “Where will you go in such heat?” I asked. “We have bread, tea and sugar. Besides, I can’t let you go. You must give me what you have promised.”


    Then he became thoughtful and said:


    “Matvei, you should drop your wandering. It is too late, or perhaps too early for you. You have to learn. It is time for you to learn.”


    “Is it not too late?”


    “Look at me,” he answered. “ I am fifty-three years old, and up to this day I learn from some little children.”


    “Whose children?” I asked.


    “They are some children I know. You should live with them a year or two. You ought to go to the factory. It is not very far from here, about a hundred versts, where I have good friends.”


    “First tell me what you wanted to say, and then I shall think where I am to go.”


    We walked together on the path alongside the road and again I heard his clear voice and his strange words.


    “Christ was the first true people’s God, born from the soul of the people like the phoenix from the flames.”


    He trembled all over and waved his hands before his face as if he wanted to catch new words from the air, and continued shouting:


    “For a long time the people carried various men on their shoulders. Without question they gave them of their labor and their freedom, placed them above themselves and waited humbly for them to see from their height the paths of righteousness on earth. But these chosen ones of the people, when they reached the height, became drunk and degraded by their power and remained above, forgetting who placed them there, and became a heavy burden on the earth instead of a joy. When the people saw that the children who were fed by their blood were their enemies, they lost their faith in them and abandoned these powerful ones, who had to fall and the power and the strength of their government decayed. The people understood that the law was not that one from a family should be raised and after having fed him on their liberty that they should live by his mind, but that the true law was that all should be raised to one height and that each one should look upon the paths of life with his own eyes; and the day when the consciousness of the inevitable equality of man arose in the people, that day was the birth of Christ.


    “Many people have tried to realize their dreams of justice by creating one live being, a common lord over all, and more than once various people, urged on by this common thought, have tried to bind it with strong words that it might live forever. And when all these thoughts were mustered in one, a living God arose for them, the beloved child of the people, Jesus Christ.”


    That which he said about Christ, the Son of God, was near to me; but about the people giving birth to Christ I could not understand. I told him that, and he answered:


    “If you wish to know, you will understand. If you wish to believe, you will know.”


    We tramped together for three days, going slowly; he, teaching me all the time and explaining the past to me. He recited the whole history of the people from the beginning up to the present day; he told me of the troubled times when the churches persecuted the jesters and of the merry men who awakened the people’s memory with their jokes and sowed truth by them.


    “Do you understand,” he asked me, “ who this Savelko of yours was?”


    “Yes, I understand.”


    “Remember that small things come from large and that the large is made up from small pieces.”


    We came to Stephan Verkhatour. The old man said to me:


    “We must part here. My road lies with you no longer.”


    I did not want to go away from him, but I understood that it was necessary. My thoughts troubled me. I was agitated to the very depths and my soul was furrowed as with a plow.


    “Why have you become thoughtful?” he asked me. “Go to the factory. Work there and mix with my friends. It will be no loss to you, I assure you. The people are intelligent. I learned from them, and you see I am no fool.”


    He wrote a little note and gave it to me.


    “Go there. I wish you no harm, believe me. The people are new-born and alive. Don’t you believe me?”


    “Our small eyes can see much,” I answered, “but is that when they see the truth?”


    “Look with all your might,” he cried, “with all your heart, with all your soul! Did I tell you to believe? I told you to learn and know.”


    We kissed and he went away. He walked lightly, like a youth of twenty, and as if some happiness awaited him. I became sad when I looked back at this bird flying away from me, Heaven knows where, to sing his song in new parts. My head was heavy; my thoughts raced like Little Russians at market in the early morning, sleepy, awkward, slow, and in no way able to make order. Everything became strangely confused. To my thoughts there was another’s conclusion and to this other’s conclusion my own beginning. It hurt me, yet it was funny, and I seemed all changed within.


    When I went away from Verkhatour, I asked where the road led to, and they answered to the Isetsky factory. That was where the old man had wanted me to go, but I took a side road; I did not wish to go there. I wanted to go to the villages and look around me.


    The people were gloomy and haughty and seemed to wish to speak with no one. They looked about cautiously, as if they were afraid some one would rob them.


    “Here are the God-creators,” I said to myself, looking at some pock-marked peasants. “I will ask them where this road leads to.”


    “To the Isetsky factory.”


    “What is it? Do all roads lead to that factory?” I asked myself, and wandered through villages and woods, crawling like a beetle through the grass, and seeing the factory from a distance. It smoked, but it did not lure me. I felt as if I had lost half of myself and I did not understand what I wanted. I was unhappy. A gray, idle pain filled my soul and evil laughter and a great desire to insult everybody and myself arose in me. Suddenly, without noticing it myself, I made up my mind: “I’ll enter the factory, damn it!”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXI


    
      
    


    I CAME into a filthy hell. In a hollow between mountains which were covered with stumps of felled trees, buildings arose on the earth, from the roofs of which tongues of flame shot forth. Tall chimney-stacks rose toward the sky, from which smoke and steam poured out, staining the earth with soot. There was a deafening noise of hammers, and a roar and a wild squeaking and creaking of saws shot through the smoke-laden air. Everywhere there was iron, wood, coal, smoke, steam, stench; and in this pit, filled with every kind of miscellaneous thing, men worked black as coal.


    “Thank you, old man,” I said to myself, “you have sent me to a nice place.”


    It was the first time I had seen a factory near-to. I was deafened by the extraordinary noise, and I breathed with difficulty. I went through the streets seeking for the locksmith, Peter Jagikh. Everyone I asked snarled back at me as if they had all quarreled with each other in the morning and had not yet succeeded in calming themselves. “God-creators!” I cried out to myself.


    I came upon a man who looked like a bear; dirty from head to foot. His oily clothes shone with dirt in the sun, and I asked him if he knew the locksmith, Peter Jagikh.


    “Who?”


    “Peter Jagikh.”


    “Why?”


    “I want to see him.”


    “Well, I am he.”


    “How do yOU do?”


    “Well, how do you do? What do you want?”


    “I have a note to you.”


    The man was taller than I, with a large beard, broad shoulders, and heavily set. His face was sooty and his small, gray eyes could hardly be seen from under his thick eyebrows. His cap was set far back on his head and his hair was cut short. He looked like a peasant, yet not entirely so. Evidently he read with great difficulty. His face was all wrinkled and his mustache trembled. Suddenly his face cleared, his white teeth shone, he opened his good, childish eyes and the skin in his cheeks smoothed out.


    “Ah,” he cried, “he is alive, God’s bird! That’s good. Go, my dear, to the end of this street and turn to the left toward the wood. At the foot of the mountain there is a house with green shutters. Ask for the teacher. He is called Mikhail. He is my nephew. Show him the note. I will come soon.”


    He spoke like a soldier, giving his signal on a bugle. He made the speech, waved his hand and went away.


    “He is kind and funny,” I thought to myself. At the house an angular boy in a cotton shirt and an apron, met me. His sleeves were rolled up; his hands were white and thin. He read through the note and asked me:


    “Is Father Juna well?”


    “Yes, thank God.”


    “Did he tell you when he will come to see us?”


    “He didn’t say. Is he called Juna?”


    The young man looked at me suspiciously and began to read the note again.


    “How then?” he asked me.


    “He said his name was Jehudiel.”


    The young fellow smiled. “That is a nickname which I gave him.”


    “Oh, the devil,” I thought.


    His hair was straight and long like a deacons’, his face pale. His eyes were a watery blue and he looked as if he did not spring from this dirty spot.


    He walked up and down the room and measured me with his eyes as if I were a piece of cloth; and I did not like it.


    “Have you known Juna a long time?” he asked me.


    “Four days.”


    “Four days,” he repeated. “That’s good.”


    “Why good?” I asked.


    “Just so,” he answered, shrugging his shoulders. “Why do you wear an apron?”


    “I am binding books,” he said. “ Soon my uncle will return and we will have supper. Perhaps you would like to wash yourself after your trip?”


    I felt like teasing him. He was much too serious for his age.


    “Do people wash here?” I asked.


    He frowned. “ How then?”


    “I have not seen any washed ones yet,” I answered.


    He half closed his eyes, looked at me and answered calmly:


    “People do not idle here. They work; and there is no time to wash often.”


    I saw that I had struck the wrong man. I wanted to answer, but he turned on his heel and went away. I felt foolish, sat down and looked about me.


    The room was large and clean. In the corner there was a table set for supper, and on the walls there were shelves with books. The books were mostly secular, but there was also a Bible, the gospels and an old Slavic psalm-book.


    I went out into the court and washed myself. The uncle entered, his cap still farther back on his head, and he swung his arms and held his head forward like a bull.


    “Well, I will wash myself,” he said. “ Pump some water for me.”


    His voice was like that of a trumpet and both his hands together were as large as a big soup tureen. When he had washed some of the soot off his face, I saw that he had high cheek-bones and a skin like copper.


    We sat down to supper. They ate, talked about their own affairs and did not ask me who I was or why I came. Still they offered me things hospitably and looked at me in a friendly way. There was something very solid about them, as if the earth was firm under their feet. I felt like shaking it for them — why were they better than I?”


    “Are you Old Believers?” I asked.


    “We?” the uncle replied. “No.”


    “Then you are orthodox?”


    The nephew frowned and the uncle shrugged his shoulders and laughed.


    “Perhaps we have to show him our passports, Mikhail.”


    I understood that I had acted foolishly, but I did not want to stop.


    “I did not want to see your passports,” I said. “I wanted to see your thoughts.”


    “Thoughts? Right away, Your Excellency. Thoughts, forward!” And he laughed like a stallion.


    Mikhail, who was making the tea, said calmly:


    “I know why you came. You are not the first one whom Juna has sent us. He knows people and never sends empty men.”


    The uncle felt my forehead with his palm and laughed:


    “Please look more gay. Don’t show your trumps right away, or you may lose.”


    They evidently considered themselves men rich in soul and that I was a beggar compared to them. They did not hurry to quench my hungry heart with their wisdom. I became angry and wanted to quarrel, but I could find no reason; and that angered me still more. I asked at random:


    “What do you mean by an empty man?”


    The uncle answered: “A man who can fill up with anything you wish.”


    Suddenly Mikhail went up quietly to me and said, in a soft voice:


    “You believe in God?”


    “Yes.”


    But I became confused at my answer. It was not true. Did I really believe?


    Mikhail asked again: “ And you respect people?”


    “No,” I answered.


    “Don’t you see,” he said, “that they are created in the image of God?”


    The uncle, the devil take him, smiled like a copper basin in the sun.


    “With such people,” I thought to myself, “one must argue sincerely and if I should fall asunder in little pieces, they will gather me up again.”


    “When I look upon people,” I said, “I doubt the power of God.”


    Again it was not right. I doubted God before I ever saw the people.—’


    Mikhail looked at me thoughtfully, with wise eyes, and the uncle walked heavily up and down the room, stroking his beard, and grunting low to himself.


    It made me uneasy that I had to lower myself to lie before them. I saw my soul with remarkable clearness and my thoughts raced through me stupidly and alarmed like a frightened bee-hive. I began to drive them out of me, irritated. I wished to empty myself.


    I spoke for a long time without connecting my words. I spoke at random on purpose. If they were such wise people, let them gather the sense themselves.


    I became tired and asked passionately: “How can you heal my sick soul?”


    Mikhail answered low, without looking at me:


    “I do not consider you sick.”


    The uncle laughed again, and it pealed out as if a demon had come in through the roof.


    “To be sick,” Mikhail continued, “is when a man is not conscious of himself, but knows only his pain and lives in it. But you, it is plain, have not lost yourself. You are seeking happiness in life, and only a healthy man does that.”


    “But why is there such pain in my soul then?”


    “Because you like it,” he answered.


    I gnashed my teeth. His calm was unbearable to me.


    “Do you know for sure,” I asked, “that I like it?” He looked me straight in the eyes and drove his nails slowly into my breast.


    “As an honest man, you ought to recognize,” he said, “that your pain is necessary to your soul. It places you above others and you esteem it as something which separates you from others. Is it not so?”


    His Lenten face was dry and drawn, his eyes darkened, he stroked his cheek with his hand, while he cleaned me hard, as one cleans copper with sand.


    “You are evidently afraid to mingle with people for you unconsciously think to yourself, ‘ Though they are ulcers, they are my own, and no one has ulcers but I.’”


    I wanted to contradict him, but found no words. He was younger than I, and weaker, and I did not believe that of the two I was the more stupid.


    The uncle laughed like a priest in a steam-bath.


    “But this does not separate you from people. You are mistaken,” Mikhail went on. “Every one thinks the same. That is why life is weak and monstrous. Each one tries to go away from life and dig his own hole in the ground and look out upon the earth from it alone. From a hole, life seems low and futile, and it suits the isolated man to see life so. I say it about those people who for some reason or other cannot sit on the backs of their neighbors to drive them where they could eat tastier food.”


    His speech angered and offended me.


    “This vile life,” he said, “unworthy of human reason, began on that day when the first individual tore himself away from the miraculous strength of the people, from the masses, from his mother, and frightened by his isolation and his weakness, pitied himself and grew to be a futile and evil master of petty desires, a mass which called himself ‘ I ‘. It is this same ‘‘ I ‘ which is the worst enemy of man. In its business of defending itself and asserting itself on this earth, it has uselessly killed the strength of the soul, and its capacity of creating spiritual welfare.”


    It seemed to me that his speech was familiar to me and that the words were those which I had waited for.


    “Poor in soul, the eye is powerless to create. It is deaf, blind and dumb in life, and its goal is only self-defense, peace and comfort. It creates the new and purely human only under compulsion, after innumerable urgings from without and with great difficulty. It not only does not value its brother ‘ I,’ but hates him and persecutes him. It is hostile because, remembering that it was born from the whole from which it was broken off, the ‘ I’ tries to unite the broken pieces and to create anew a great unit.”


    I listened, surprised. All this was clear to me; not only clear, but even near and true. It seemed to me that I had long ago thought the same, only without words. And now I had found words, and the thoughts arranged themselves before me like steps on a ladder, which led ever upward.


    I remembered Juna’s speeches and they lived before my eyes, clear and beautiful. But at the same time I was restless and uncomfortable, as if I were standing on a block of ice in a river in the spring.


    The uncle had quietly left us alone. There was no fire in the room, the night was moonlit, and in my soul, too, there was a moonlight mist.


    At midnight Mikhail stopped speaking and we went to sleep in a shed in the courtyard, where we lay in the hay. He soon fell asleep, but I went out to the gate, and sat down on some logs and gazed about me.


    The moon and two large stars strode carefully across the heavens. Over the mountains against the blue sky the jagged wall of the wood could be plainly seen. On the mountains was the hewn forest, and on the earth black pits. Below, the factory greedily showed its red teeth. It hummed and smoked and tongues of fire rose over the roofs and shot upward, but could not tear themselves away and were drowned in the smoke. The air smelled burnt. It was difficult to breathe.


    I thought of the bitter loneliness of man. Mikhail had spoken well. He believed his own words and I saw truth in them. But why did they leave me cold? My soul did not harmonize with the soul of this man. It stood apart, as in a wilderness.


    Soon I noticed that I was thinking the thoughts of Juna and Mikhail and that their thoughts lived powerfully within me, though still on the surface, for at bottom I was still hostile and suspicious of them.


    “Where am I?” I asked. “ And what am I?”


    I spun around in my perplexity like a top, and always faster, so that the cloud storm roared in my ears.


    The whistle blew in the factory. At first it was thin and plaintive, then it became louder and masterful.


    The morning looked out sleepily from the mountain and the night hurried below, taking the thin veil off the trees quietly, folding it up and hiding it in the hollows and the pits. The robbed earth stood out clear to the eye. Everything was eaten out and plundered, as if some bold giant had played in this hollow, tearing out strips of wood and giving severe wounds to the earth.


    The factory was sunk in this basin, dirty, oily, covered with smoke and puffing. Dark people dragged themselves to it from all sides and it swallowed them up, one by one. “Creators of God,” I thought to myself. “What have they created?”


    The uncle came out into the court disheveled, stretching himself, yawning, cracking his joints, and smiling at me.


    “Ah,” he cried, “you are up!” Then he asked me kindly, “Or perhaps you did not go to bed at all? Well, it does not matter. You will sleep during the day. Come, let us drink tea.”


    At tea he said to me: “There were nights when I, too, did not sleep, brother. There was a time when I could have beaten every one I met. Even before I was a soldier my soul was troubled, but in the service they made me deaf. An officer gave me a blow on the ear. My right ear is deaf. There was one feldscher who helped me, thanks to—”


    It was evident he wanted to say God, but he stopped, stroked his beard and smiled. He seemed to me childish and there was something childish in his eyes. They were so simple and credulous.


    “He was a very good man. He looked at me. ‘ What is the matter? ‘ he asked. ‘ Is this human life?’ I answered. ‘ True,’ he said, ‘ everything ought to be changed. Peter Vasilief, let me teach you political economy.’ And he began. At first I did not understand anything. But suddenly I understood the daily and eternal baseness in which we lived. Then I nearly went out of my head with joy. ‘Oh, you villains!’ I cried. That is the way science always suddenly unfolds itself. At first you only hear new words and then there comes a moment when everything unites and comes out into the light and that moment is the true birth of man. Marvelous!”


    His face became happy and his eyes smiled softly. He nodded his shorn head and said:


    “That is going to happen to you, too.”


    It was pleasant to look at him. The child was strong in him and I envied him.


    “Thirty-two years of my life I spent like a horse. It was disgraceful. Well, I will make up for it as best I can. Only my mind is not very quick. The mind is like the hands. It needs exercise. My hands are cleverer than my head.”


    I looked at him and thought, how is it that these people are not afraid to speak about everything?


    “But for that matter,” he continued, “Mishka has brains enough for two. He has read very much. You wait till he forgets himself. The factory priest called him ‘an arch heretic.’ Too bad his head is not clear about God. That comes from his mother. My sister was a very distinguished woman in religious matters. From Orthodox she went over to the Old Believers, but the Old Believers did not admit her.”


    As he spoke he got ready to go to work. He walked from one corner of the room to the other. Everything about him shook. The chairs fell and the floor bent under him as he walked. He was funny, yet pleasant to look upon.


    “What kind of people are they?” I thought. Then I said aloud: “Can I remain with you three days? “, “Go ahead,” he said; “three months if you wish. You are a strange fellow. You are not in our way, thank God.”


    Then he scratched his head and smiled apologetically.


    “The word God always comes to my mouth. It is from habit.”


    Again the factory whistle blew, and the uncle went away. I went to sleep in the shed. Mikhail lay there. He was frowning sternly, and his hands were on his breast, his face was flushed. He was beardless and without mustache, his cheekbones were high; in fact, he was all bones.


    “What kind of people are they?”


    And with this thought I fell asleep.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXII


    
      
    


    I AWOKE. There was noise, whistling, hubbub, as if at a meeting of all the devils. I looked out into the court. It was full of youngsters and Mikhail was among them, in a white shirt, looking like a sailboat among small canoes. He stood laughing with his head on one side, his mouth wide open and his eyes twinkling. He in no way resembled the serious Lenten young man of the night before.


    The children were dressed in blue, red and pink. They shone in the sun as they jumped and shouted. Something drew me toward them and I crawled out from the shed. One youngster noticed me and cried out:


    “Look, fellows, here is a mo-onk!” Like fire that had been set to a heap of dry shavings, so the children jumped, wheeled about, looked at me and began to dance up and down.


    “Wha-at a red one!”


    “And such a hairy one, too!”


    “He’ll bite you!”


    “Oh, don’t tease him; he’s strong.”


    “He’s not a monk. He’s a bell-tower.”


    “Mikhail Ivanich, who is he?”


    


    The teacher became somewhat embarrassed, and they, the little devils, laughed. I did not know why I struck them as funny, but I caught the spirit from them, smiled and cried to them:


    “Stop it, you mice!”


    The sun was shining, a gay noise filled the air and everything about us fluttered and floated with it, blinding me with its light and wrapping me in its warmth.


    Mikhail greeted me and shook my hand.


    “We are going to the wood,” he said. “ Do you want to come along?”


    It was a pleasant sight. There was one fat youngster who snatched my cap, put it on his head and flew about the courtyard like a butterfly.


    I went to the wood with this band of madcaps, and the day remains engraven on my memory.


    The children poured out into the street and fled to the mountain lightly, like feathers in the wind. I walked alongside of their shepherd, and it seemed to me that I had never seen such charming children before.


    Mikhail and I walked behind them. He gave them orders, crying out to them; but the children refused to listen to him. They jostled, fought and bornbarded one another with pine cones, and quarreled. When they were tired they surrounded us, crawled about our feet like beetles, pulled at their teacher’s hands, asked him now about the grass, now about the flowers, and he answered each one in a friendly way, as if to an equal. He rose above them like a white sail.


    The children were all alert, but some of them were more serious and thoughtful than their age warranted. Silent, they kept near their teacher.


    Later the children again spread themselves out and Mikhail said to me, low:


    “Are they created only for toil and drunkenness? Each one is a receptacle of a living soul. Each one could hasten the development of the thought which would free us from the bondage of confusion, yet they must travel along the same dark and narrow channel through which the days of their fathers flowed turbidly. They are ordered to work and forbidden to think. Many of them, perhaps all, pledge allegiance to dead strength and serve it. Here lies the source of earth’s misery. There is no freedom for the growth of the human soul.”


    He talked while several young boys walked alongside of him and listened to his words. Their attentiveness was amusing. What could these young sprouts of life understand by his words? I remembered my own teacher. He beat the children on the head with a ruler and would come to school drunk.


    “Life is filled with fear,” Mikhail said, “and mutual hatred eats out the soul of man. A hideous life. But only give the children time to develop freely; do not transform them into beasts of burden, and free and alert, they will light up life both from within and without with the exquisite young fire of their proud souls and the great beauty of their eternal activity.”


    Their blond heads, their blue eyes, their red cheeks were around us like live flowers among the dark green pines. The laughter and clear voices of these gay birds rang out — these harbingers of new life. And all this vital beauty would be trampled down by greed! What sense was there in that? A delicate child is born rejoicing. He grows into a beautiful child, and then, as a grown-up man, he swears vulgarly and groans bitterly, beats his wife and drowns his sorrow in vodka. And as an answer to my thought, Mikhail said:


    “They go on destroying the people — the one and true temple of the living God. And the destroyers themselves sinking in the chaos of the ruins, see their wicked work and cry out, ‘ Horrible!’ They rush hither and thither and whine, ‘ Where is God? ‘ while they themselves have killed Him.”


    I remembered Juna’s words about the breaking up of the Russian people, and my thoughts followed Mikhail’s words lightly and pleasantly. But I could not understand why he spoke low and without anger, as if this whole oppressive life was a thing of the past for him.


    The earth breathed warm and friendly, with the intoxicating perfumes of the sap and the flowers. The birds pierced the air with their twitter, the children played about and conquered the stillness of the wood, and it became more and more clear to me that before this day I had not understood their strength, nor had I ever seen their beauty. It was good to see Mikhail among them, with his calm smile on his face. I said, smiling:


    “I am going to leave you for a little. I have to think.”


    He looked at me. His eyes beamed, his eyelashes fluttered, and my heart answered him, trembling. I had seen little of friendship, but I knew how to value it.


    “You are a good man,” I said to him.


    He became embarrassed, lowered his eyes, and I also was confused. We stood opposite each other, silent; then separated. He called out after me:


    “Don’t go too far. You will lose your way.”


    “Thank you.”


    I turned into the wood, chose a place and sat down. From the distance came the voices of the children. The thick, green wood resounded with their laughter and it sighed. The squirrels squeaked over my head, the finches sang.


    I wanted to explain all to my soul; all which I knew and which I had heard these days, but everything melted within me into a rainbow, and it enfolded me and carried me on as it floated quietly along, filling my soul. It grew infinitely large, and I lost myself in it, forgetting myself in a light cloud of speechless thought.


    At night I reached home and said to Mikhail that I would like to live with them some time, until I learned their faith. For this reason I wished Uncle Peter to find some work for me in the factory.


    “Don’t hurry so,” he said. “You ought to rest and read some books.”


    “Give me your books,” I said, for I trusted them.


    “Take them.”


    “I have never read worldly books,” I said. “Give me what you think I need; for instance, a Russian history.”


    “It is necessary to know everything,” he answered, and looked at the books affectionately, as at the children.


    Then I buried myself in study, reading all day long. It was difficult for me, and painful. The books did not argue with me. They simply did not wish to know me. One book especially tortured me. It spoke about the development of the world and of human life. It was written against the Bible. Everything was stated simply, clearly and positively. I could find no loophole in this simplicity, and it seemed to me that a whole row of strange powers were around me and that I was among them like a mouse in a trap. I read it twice, read it in silence, wishing to find some flaw in it through which I could escape to liberty. But I found none. I asked my teacher:


    “How is it? Where is the man?”


    “It seems to me, too,” he said, “that this book is not true, but I cannot explain where it is wrong. Still, after all, as a guess at the plan of the world, it is very pretty.”


    I liked it when he answered: “I do not know; I cannot say.” And I stood very close to him, for evidently in this lay his honesty. When a teacher decides to be conscious of his ignorance, it must be that he has some knowledge.


    He knew much that was unknown to me and which he related to me with marvelous simplicity. Once he told me how the sun and the stars and the earth were created, and he talked as if he himself saw this fiery work, done by an unknown and wise hand. I did not understand his God, but that did not trouble me. The principal force of this world he called some kind of matter, but I placed instead of matter God, and all went smoothly.


    “God is not yet created,” he said, smiling.


    The question of God was a standing source of argument between Mikhail and his uncle. As soon as Mikhail said God, Uncle Peter would get angry.


    “He has begun it again. Don’t you believe him, Matvei. He has inherited that from his mother.”


    “Wait, Uncle. The question of God for Matvei is the principal question.”


    “Don’t you believe it, Mishka. Send him to the devil, Matvei. There are no Gods. It is a dark wood — religion, churches and all such things are a dark wood, where robber bandits live. It is a hoax.” But Mikhail insisted obstinately. “The God about whom I speak existed when men unanimously created Him from the stuff of their brains, to illumine the darkness of their existence. But when the people were divided into slaves and masters, into little bits and pieces; when they lost their thought and their will-power, God was lost, God was destroyed.”


    “Do you hear, Matvei?” Peter would cry out happily. “He is dead! Long live his memory!”


    His nephew locked straight into his face, and lowering his voice, continued:


    “The main crime which the masters of life have committed is the destruction of the creative power of the people. The time will come when the will of the people will again converge to one point, and then, again, the unconquerable and miraculous power will arise and the resurrection of God will take place. It is He whom you seek, Matvei.”


    Uncle Peter waved his hands like a wood-cutter.


    “Don’t believe him, Matvei. He is wrong.”


    And turning to his nephew, he stormed at him:


    “You have caught church thoughts, Mishka, like stolen cucumbers from a strange garden, and you confuse people with them. When you say that the working people are called to renew life, then renew it, but don’t gather up that which the priests have brought up from their holes and dropped!”


    It interested me to listen to these people, and their mutual respect and equality surprised me. They argued with heat, but they did not offend each other with evil language and abuse. At times the blood would mount to Uncle Peter’s head, and he would tremble; but Mikhail only lowered his voice and seemed to bend his large opponent to the earth. Two men stood opposite me, and both of them denied God out of the fulness of their sincere faith!


    “But what is my faith?” I asked myself, and found no answer.


    During my stay with Mikhail the thought about the place of God among people sank and lost its strength and dropped its former boldness and was supplanted by a quantity of other thoughts, and instead of the question, “Where is God?” stood other questions: “Who am I, and why? Wherefore do I seek God?”


    I understood that it was senseless.


    In the evenings workingmen came to Mikhail and interesting conversations took place. The teacher spoke to them about life and explained to them the laws which were bad. He knew them remarkably well and explained them clearly. The workingmen were mostly young men, dried up by the heat of the factory. Their skins were eaten by soot, their faces were dark, their eyes sorrowful. They listened with serious eagerness, silent and frowning, and at first they seemed to me morose and servile. But later I understood their life better and saw that they could sing and dance and joke with the young girls.


    The conversations of Mikhail and his uncle were always on the same subjects — the power of money, the abasement of the workingmen, the greed of the masters and the absolute necessity of destroying divisions of men into classes.


    But I was no workingman and no master. I was not in search of money, and they laid too much stress on capital, and thereby lowered themselves. At first I argued with Mikhail, pointing out that man’s first duty was to find his spiritual birthplace and that then he would see his own place on earth, and he would find his freedom.


    I spoke briefly, but with heat. The workingmen listened to my speech good-naturedly and attentively, like honest judges, and some of the elder ones even agreed with me. But when I finished Mikhail began with his quiet smile and annihilated my words.


    “You are right, Matvei, when you say that man lives in mystery and does not know whether God, that is, his spirit, is his enemy or his friend. But you are not right when you say that we, who are arbitrarily bound in the chains of the terrible misery of our daily toil, can free ourselves from the yoke of greed without destroying the actual prison which surrounds us. First of all we must learn the strength of our next-door enemy and learn his cunning. For this we must find each other and discover in each other the one thing which unites each with all. And this one thing is our unconquerable, I can say miraculous, strength. Slaves never had a God. They raised human laws which were forced on them without, to Godhood, nor can there ever be a God for slaves, for He is created from the flames of the sweet consciousness of the spiritual relationship of each toward all. Temples are not created from gravel and debris, but from strong whole stones. Isolation is the breaking away from the parental whole. It is a sign of the weakness and the blindness of the soul, for in the whole is immortality and in isolation inevitable slavery and darkness and inconsolable yearning and death.”


    When we spoke this way it seemed to me that his eyes saw a great light in the distance. He drew me into his circle and every one forgot about me, but looked at him with happiness. At first this offended me. I thought that they misunderstood my thoughts and that no one was willing to accept any one’s thoughts but Mikhail’s. Unnoticed I would go away from them, sit down in a corner and quietly hold council with my pride.


    I made friends with the pupils. On holidays they surrounded Uncle Peter and me like ravens around sheaves of corn. He would make some toy for them while I was bombarded with questions about Kiev, Moscow and everything I had seen. Often one of them would ask me a question which would make my eyes bulge out in astonishment. There was a young boy there called Fedia Sachkof, a quiet, serious child. Once when I was going with him through the wood, speaking to him about Christ, he suddenly said in a firm tone:


    “Christ did not think of remaining a small boy all his life — for instance, a boy of my age. If He had done so, He could have lived and still have accused the rich and aided the poor, and He would not have been crucified. He would have been a small boy, and they would have been sorry for Him. But the way He did it, it is as if He had never been here.”


    Fedia was about eleven. His little face was white and transparent, and his eyes were critical.


    There was another boy, Mark Lobof, a pupil of the last class. He was a thin, quick-tempered, sharp fellow, very impudent and a bully. He would whistle low, and pinch, beat and push the children. Once I saw him persecuting a small, quiet boy until the latter burst into tears.


    “Mark,” I said to him, “suppose he fought you back.”


    Mark looked at me, laughed and answered:


    “He won’t fight. He is gentle and good.”


    “Then why do you hurt him?”


    “Just so,” he answered.


    He whistled and then added: “Because he is gentle.”


    “Well, suppose he is?” I asked.


    “What are the gentle ones made for?”


    He said that in a remarkably quiet tone, and it was evident that at twelve years old he was already sure that the gentle people were created for insults.


    Each child was wise in his own way, and the more I was with them the more I thought about their fate. What did they do to deserve the wretched, offensive life which awaited them?


    I reminded myself of Christa and my son, and remembering them, angry thoughts arose in my soul. Do you not forbid the women free birth of children because you fear that they might give birth to some one dangerous and inimical to you? Do you not violate woman’s will because her free son is terrible to you, since he is not tied to you by any bonds? You have time and the right to bind your children whom you have brought up and equipped for the affairs of life; but you fear that nobody’s child whom you have denied your supervision may grow up into your implacable enemy.


    There was such a nobody’s child in the factory. His name was Stepa. He was black as a beetle, pockmarked, and without eyebrows. His eyes were little and sharp, and he was quick at everything, and very gay.


    Our acquaintance began with his coming up to me one holiday and saying:


    “Monk, I heard you are illegitimate. Well, so am I.” And he walked alongside of me.


    He was thirteen, had already finished school and was working in the factory. He walked along, blinked his eyes, and asked:


    “Is the earth large?”


    I explained to him as best I could. “Why do you want to know?” I asked.


    “I need to know. Why should I stick in one place? I am not a tree. As soon as I learn the locksmithing trade, I am going far into Russia, to Moscow, and farther still. I am going everywhere.” He spoke as if he were threatening some one. “I am coming!”


    I watched him closely after this meeting. He had a serious streak in him. He was always where Mikhail’s comrades talked, and he listened and squinted his eyes as if taking aim where to send himself. He had a special way of playing tricks. He teased only those who stood near to the boss.


    Once at dinner, he said: “It is dull here, monk.”


    “Why?”


    “I don’t know, but they are a rotten lot. Work and trouble, nothing more. As soon as I learn my trade I am going to get out of here, quick.”


    Whenever he spoke of his future wanderings his eyes became large and he glanced boldly and had the look of a conqueror, who staked his all on his own strength.


    I liked this creature, and I felt something mature in his speech. “ He won’t get lost,” I thought to myself as I looked at him.


    My soul ached for my own son. How was he and what was going to happen to him on this earth?


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXIII


    
      
    


    THERE was a quiet growth of new feelings within me. I felt that each man sent out to me a sharp, thin ray which touched me unseen and imperceptibly reached my heart. And I accepted these hidden rays ever more willingly.


    At times the workingmen assembled in Mikhail’s rooms, and then I felt that a burning cloud formed from their thoughts, which surrounded me and carried me strangely upward with itself.


    Suddenly every one began to understand me more and more. I stood in their circle, and they were my body and I was their soul and their will, and my speech was their voice. And at times it was I that was a part of the body, and I heard the cry of my own soul from other mouths, and it sounded good when I heard it. But when time passed and there was silence I again remained alone and for myself.


    I remembered my former communion with God in my prayers. Then I had been glad when I could wipe myself out from my memory and cease to exist. In my relationship with people I did not lose myself; instead I grew larger, taller, and the strength of my soul increased many-fold. In this, too, lay self-forgetfulness, but it did not destroy me.


    


    It quenched my bitter thoughts and the anguish of isolation.


    I realized this mistily and vaguely. I felt that a new seed was growing in my soul, but I could not understand it. I only knew that it pulled me determinedly toward people.


    In those days I worked in the factory for forty kopecks a day, carrying on my shoulders heavy trays of iron, slag and brick. I hated this hellish place, with its dirt and its noise and its hubbub, and its heat which tortured the body.


    The factory had fastened itself onto the earth and pressed itself into her and sucked her insatiably night and day. It was out of breath from greed and groaned and spit out of its red-hot jaws fiery blood drawn from the earth. It cooled off, grew black, then again began to melt iron and to boil and thunder, flattening out the red iron and squirting up sparks and trembling in its whole frame, as it pulled out long strips like nerves, from the body of the earth.


    The wild labor seemed to me something terrible, something bordering on the insane. This groaning monster, devastating the lap of the earth, was digging an abyss under itself, and knowing that some day it would fall into it, screeched eagerly, with a thousand voices: “ Hurry! Hurry! Hurry!”


    In fire and noise, under a rain of burning sparks, blackened men worked. It was no place for them. About them everything threatened to burn them by fiery death or to crush them by heavy iron; everything deafened and blinded. The unbearable heat dried up the blood, but they did their work quietly, walking about with a masterly confidence, like devils in hell, fearing nothing and knowing nothing.


    They lifted small levers with strong hands, and all around and above them hands and jaws of enormous machines moved quietly and terribly, crumbling the iron. It was hard to know whose mind and whose will reigned here. At times it was man who controlled and governed this factory according to his wishes. But other times it seemed that all the people and the whole factory were subject to the devil and that he laughed aloud, triumphantly and horribly as he saw the mad and difficult rush created by greed.


    The workers said to one another: “It is time to go to work.” Were the men masters of their work, or did it drive and crush them? I did not know. Work seemed difficult and masterful, but the human mind was sharp and quick. Sometimes there would ring out amid this devilish noise of whirring machines a, victorious and care-free song. I would smile in my heart, remembering the story of Ivan the Fool, who rode on a whale up to heaven to catch the wonder-bird, Phoenix.


    The people in the factory, though they were not friendly to me, were all bold and proud. They were abusive, foul-mouthed and often drunk; yet they were free and fearless people. They were different from the pilgrims and the tillers of the soil, who offended me with their servile, confused souls, their hopeless complainings and their petty cheatings in their affairs with God and themselves. These people were bold in thought, and although they were hurt by the slavery of their labor, and grew angry with one another and even fought, yet if the bosses ever acted unfairly, thereby rousing their sense of justice, they would stand together against them as one man.


    And those workingmen who followed Mikhail were always among the first, spoke louder than the rest and seemed to fear nothing. Formerly, when I did not think about the people, I did not notice men; but now as I looked upon them I wished to detect differences, so that each one might stand out separately before me. I succeeded in this and yet not entirely. Their speech was different and each one had his own face, but their faith was the same and their plans were one. Without haste, friendly and sincerely, they were building something new. Each one of them, among his fellows, was like a pleasant light; like a meadow in a thick wood for the wanderer who had lost his way. Each one drew to himself the workingmen who were wider awake than the rest, and all these followers of Mikhail were held together by one plan, and they created a spiritual circle in the factory, a fire of brightly burning thoughts.


    At first the workingmen were not friendly to me. They shouted and made fun of me.


    “Oh, you red-haired fly! You cloister-bug! You foul one! Parasite!”


    At times they struck me, but this I could not stand, and in such cases I did not spare my fists. Though people admire strength, still one cannot gain esteem and attention through his fists, and I would have had to bear many beatings were it not that at one of my quarrels a friend of Mikhail’s, one Gavriel Kostin, interfered. He was a young metal pourer, very handsome and respected by the whole factory. Six men had come up to me and their looks boded ill for my back. But he stood next to me and said: “Why do you provoke a man, comrades? Is he not as much a worker as the rest of us? You do wrong, and against yourselves. Our strength lies in close friendship.”


    He said these few words, but he said them so well and so simply, as if he were talking to children. The friends of Mikhail always made use of every incident to spread their ideas.


    Kostin embarrassed my opponents and the words touched my heart also. I began to talk.


    “I did not become a monk,” I said, “to have much to eat, but because my soul was starved. I have lived and I have seen that everywhere labor is endless and hunger common; that everywhere there is swindle and fraud, bitterness and tears, brutality and every kind of darkness of the soul. By whom was this arranged? Where is our righteous and wise God? Does He see the infinite and eternal martyrdom of the people?”


    A crowd collected about me and listened earnestly to my words. I finished and there was silence.


    Finally, the head model-maker, Kriokof, said to Kostin:


    “That monk there sees things deeper than you and your comrades. He has taken hold of the root of the matter.”


    It pleased me to hear these words. Kriokof slapped me on my shoulder and said:


    “You have spoken well, brother, but all the same cut your hair by a yard. Such a mane catches the dirt and looks funny.”


    And some one called out:


    “And is in the way in a fight.”


    They were joking. Evidently their wrath had passed. Where there is laughter, there is man; the animal is gone.


    Kostin took me aside. “Be careful with such words, Matvei,” he said. “You can get into prison for them.”


    I was astonished. “What!”


    “In prison,” he laughed.


    “Why?”


    “For criticizing.”


    “Are you joking?”


    “Ask Mikhail,” he said. “I have to go to work now.”


    He went away.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXIV


    
      
    


    I WAS very much astonished at his words. I could hardly believe them, but in the evening Mikhail confirmed them. All evening he told me about the cruel persecutions. It seemed that for such speeches as I had made thousands of people suffered death, were sent to Siberia and to the mines; yet, though the slaughter of Herod was in no way diminishing, the faithful were ever increasing in numbers.


    Something grew and became clear in my soul, and the speeches of Mikhail and his comrades took on another meaning, for, first of all, if a man was ready to give up his freedom and even his life for his faith, it meant that he was a sincere believer, and he resembled the early martyrs who followed the laws of Christ.


    Mikhail’s words grew connected and blossomed out and came close to my soul. I do not mean to say that I understood his words at once and fathomed their depths, but for the first time that evening I felt their close relationship to my heart, and the whole earth seemed to me a Bethlehem saturated with the blood of children. I grew to understand the keen desire of the Virgin Mother when, looking upon hell, she asked of the Archangel Mikhail: “Oh, Arch-


    angel, let me suffer in this fire. Let me take part in this great agony.” Only that here I did not see sinners, but righteous ones, wishing to destroy the hell upon earth, for the sake of which they were serenely prepared to undergo all suffering.


    “Perhaps there are no longer holy anchorites,” I said to Mikhail, “because man is not going away from the world, but toward the world.”


    “The true faith,” he answered, “comes out in a true movement.”


    “Take me into this movement,” I begged of him. Everything burned within me.


    “No,” he answered. “Wait a while and consider it. It is still too soon for you. If you, with your character, should fall into the enemy’s noose at present, you would be entangled in it uselessly and for a long time. On the other hand, you ought to go away after what you have said. There is much that is still not clear to you, and you are not free enough for our work. Its great beauty has captivated and allured you, but though it is displayed before you in its whole strength you stand before it as if you were standing in a square room from which you can see the temple being built, in all its immensity and beauty. But it is being built quietly and evenly day by day, and if you are not familiar with the whole plan, the sublime temple will disappear and vanish from your vision, and the vision, which was not deep in your soul, will vanish and the labor of building will seem beyond your strength.”


    “Why do you quench my ardor?” I asked him with pain. “I have found a place for myself and was happy when I saw that I could be useful.”


    He answered me calmly and sadly:


    “I do not consider that you are capable of living by a plan which is not clear to you, and I see that the consciousness of your relation to the spirit of the working class has not yet arisen in your soul. You have been sharpened by the friction of life, and you stand in advance of the thought of the people. You do not look upon yourself as one of them, but it seems to me that you consider yourself a hero, ready to give alms to the weak from the overflow of your strength; that you consider yourself something special, living for yourself, and that in yourself is the beginning and end, and that you are not a link in the exquisite and immense unending chain.”


    I began to understand why he sent me back to earth and unconsciously felt that his words were right.


    “You should begin wandering again,” he said, “to look upon the life of the people with new eyes. Do not take books along with you. Reading will give you nothing. You do not yet believe that it is not human intelligence which is found in books, but the infinite diversity of the striving of the soul of the people toward freedom. Books do not seek to master you, but give you the weapon for emancipation; you do not yet understand how to hold this weapon in your hand.”


    He spoke truly. Books were strangers to me at this time. I was used to church writings, but I could not grasp worldly thought except with great difficulty. The spoken word gave me much more than the written. The thoughts which I gathered from books lay on the surface of my soul and were quickly effaced and melted away by my fire. They did not answer my principal question: What was the law which governed God, and why, if man was made in His image, did He degrade him against His will? And, moreover, whose was this will?


    Side by side with this question, not antagonizing it, lived another. Was God brought down from heaven on this earth, or was He raised from earth up to heaven by the strength of the people? And here arose the burning thought that the creation of God was the eternal work of the whole people.


    My heart was cut in two. I wanted to remain with these people, yet something pulled me to go away and prove my new thought and to search for this unknown something which robbed me of my liberty and confused my spirit. —


    Uncle Peter urged me also: “You ought to go away for some time, Matvei. There has been some dangerous talk about your speech.”


    And soon things decided themselves without my control. One night a messenger came on horseback from a neighboring factory with the announcement that gendarmes were making house searches in their place and that undoubtedly they would soon be here.


    “Ah, it is too soon,” said Mikhail with anger. There was a hurrying and scurrying to and fro and Uncle Peter cried to me:


    “Go, Matvei, go! You have nothing to do here. You did not make the soup and you needn’t eat it.” Mikhail insisted, looking straight into my face.


    “You had better go away from here. Your presence will help very little and may do some harm.”


    I understood that they wanted to get rid of me, and it hurt me. But at this time I felt that I was afraid of the gendarmes. I did not see them, yet I feared them! I knew that it was not right to leave people in their need, but I succumbed to their will. They sent me away.


    I went up the mountain to the wood through underbrush, between tree stumps. I stumbled as if I was held by my heels. Behind me a young boy hurried along, Ivan Vikof, with a great pack on his back. He was sent to hide books in the wood.


    We ran forward to the edge of the wood. He found a hiding place and buried his burden. He was calm, but not I.


    “Will they come here?” I asked him.


    “Who knows?” he answered. “Perhaps they will come here. You must hurry.”


    He was an awkward boy, and he looked as if he were hacked out from an oak-tree with an as. His head was large, one shoulder was higher than the other, his long arms were out of proportion, and his voice was sad.


    “Are you afraid?” I asked him.


    “Of what?”


    “That they will come and take you.”


    “If they only don’t find what I have hidden, I don’t care what they do.”


    He arranged the books with care in the pit, covered them over, smoothed the earth down and threw brush upon it. He sat down on the ground, and seeing that I was getting ready to go away, he said:


    “Some one will come with a note for you. Wait.”


    “What kind of a note?”


    “I don’t know.”


    I looked out from the trees into the valley. The factory breathed heavily, like a strong man who is being choked. It seemed to me that men were being pursued in the streets and that in the darkness they ran after one another; they fought, they snarled in anger, ready to break each other’s bones. And Ivan, without haste, was getting ready to go down.


    “Where are you going?”


    “Home.”


    “They will take you.”


    “I am not long in the movement, and they do not know me. And if they take me, there is no harm done. People come out wiser from prison.”


    Here some one loudly and clearly asked me: “How is it, Matvei? You are not afraid of God, and yet you fear the gendarmes.”


    I looked at Ivan. He was standing and gazing down thoughtfully.


    “What did you say?” I asked.


    “You read many books in prison.”


    “Is that all?”


    “Isn’t that enough?”


    There were several lies that were rotting within me, and shameful questions shot up with piercing sparks. The night was cold, but I burned.


    “I am going with you.”


    “You must not,” Ivan said sternly. “They will certainly arrest you. This whole trouble began on account of your speech.”


    “How?”


    “A priest in Verkhotour gave it away.”


    I sat down on the ground and said to myself:


    “Then I have to go.”


    But fear took hold of me.


    “Some one is running,” Ivan whispered low.


    I looked down from the mountain. Thick shadows were crawling over it. The sky was clouded, the moon in its last quarter now showed itself, now hid itself in the clouds. The whole earth about me moved, and from this noiseless movement something oppressive and fearful fell on me. I watched the torrents of shadows which flowed over the earth and which covered up the undergrowth and my soul with black veils.


    A head moved among the brush, jumping like a ball among the branches. Ivan whistled low and said:


    “It is Kostia!”


    I knew Kostia. He was a boy of about fifteen, blue-eyed, blond and weak. He had finished school two years ago. Mikhail was preparing him to be his assistant.


    I understood that I was thinking about these little details on purpose, for I wanted to put my thoughts aside and stifle my shame and my fear.


    Kostia arrived panting, his voice broken.


    “They have arrived. They have asked for you, Monk. Here, Uncle Peter wrote a note and told me to take you to the Lobanofsky monastery. Let us go.”


    I rose and said to Ivan: “Good-by, brother. Greet them all for me and ask them to forgive me.”


    But Kostia pushed me and commanded me severely:


    “Go along! Whom are you greeting? They are all taken like hens for the market.”


    We went along. Kostia went ahead, telling me in a low voice all that he saw below, and I followed him. But I was pulled from all sides, by my hands and the skirts of my coat, as if some one were asking me:


    “Where are you going? You have entrapped people and you yourself are escaping.”


    I spoke aloud, to myself: “So on account of me people were lost!”


    The boy answered: “Not on account of you, but on account of truth. Are you truth? What a queer fellow!”


    His words were funny and he himself was small, but still they struck home. I wanted to set myself right before him, and I laid out my thoughts as a beggar lays out the crumbs from his bag.


    “Yes,” I said, “it is evident that a great untruth lives within me.”


    He muttered, answering each one of my words like a conscience:


    “Why great? You must always have something greater in you than any one else.”


    “Those are not his words,” I thought. “He has copied them from some one.”


    “Kostin was right when he called you a bell tower. But you are not the kind that rings only for mass, but one which rings by itself, because it was built crooked and the bells are badly hung.”


    He remained silent, and then he added:


    “I don’t like you, Monk. You are so strange.”


    “How?”


    “I don’t know. Are you really a Russian? I don’t think you are good.”


    At any other time I would have become angry, but now I was silent. I became suddenly weak, tired unto death. Night and the wood were around us. Between the trees the gray darkness fell thickly and became dense. It was difficult to tell which was night and which was tree. The moonbeams glistened above, broke themselves upon the body of the darkness and vanished. It was quiet. All these people, beginning with Juna, bore no fear. Some were filled with anger, others were always gay, and most of them were quiet, modest people, who seemed to be ashamed to show their goodness.


    Kostia walked along the path, and his blond head shone like a light before me. I recalled the youth of Bartholomew, the God-child Alexei and others. No, that was not the right!


    My thoughts were like water-hens in a puddle, jumping from stump to stump.


    “Have you read the ‘ Lives of the Saints’?” I asked the boy.


    “I read them when I was little. My mother made me. Why?”


    “Did you like those chosen ones of God?”


    “I don’t know. Ponteleimon I liked; and George also. He fought with the dragon. But I don’t know what good it did the people to have dozens of them made holy.”


    Kostia grew in my eyes.


    “If a Czar’s daughter or a rich man’s daughter believed in Christ and underwent martyrdom for her belief, neither the Czar nor the kingdom were ever better to the people for it? It is not spoken of in the legends that the tyrant Czars became good.” Then, after a silence, he said:


    “Nor do I know of what good Christ’s martyrdom was. He wanted to conquer suffering, and what came of it?”


    He grew thoughtful and then added:


    “Nothing came of it.”


    I wanted to embrace him. Pity arose in my heart for Kostia, for Christ, for all the people who remained in the village, for the whole human world. And what of me? Where was my place? Where was I going?


    The darkness of the short night was lifting, and from above a quiet light came through the branches of the pine trees.


    “You are not tired, Kostia?”


    “I?” the small boy answered proudly. “No. I like to walk in the night. It seems to me then that I walk through wonderland. I love fairy tales.”


    At dawn we lay down to sleep. Kostia fell asleep quickly, as if he had dived into a river, but I circled around my thoughts like a Tartar beggar around a Christian church in winter. It is stormy and cold in the street, but it is forbidden by Mohammed to enter the temple.


    I decided upon something towards morning, and when the boy awoke, I said to him:


    “Forgive me that I made you walk with me for nothing. I am not going to the monastery. I don’t want to hide.”


    He looked at me seriously and said:


    “You have already hidden.” Then, without looking at me, he began to wave a twig.


    “Well, good-by, dear.”


    He bowed his head: “Good-by,” he answered.


    I went away, then looked back. He stood there among the trees following me with his eyes.


    “Eh,” he cried, “good-by!”


    It pleased me that he said it with more tenderness this time.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXV


    
      
    


    LIKE one sick, I wandered for many days, full of heavy heartache. A fire raged in my soul, that quiet piece of land of mine, and lit it up like a meadow in the wood, and my thoughts now crawled ahead of me, together with my shadow; now dragged behind, like biting smoke. Was I ashamed or not? I do not remember and I cannot say. A black thought was born in my mind and fluttered about me like a bat. “They are Godless ones, not God-creators.”


    But heavier and broader than all my thoughts, was a hollow stillness in me, lazy and deep; a certain peace like a turbid pool, in the depths of whose heart dumb thoughts swam about with difficulty, like frightened fish who struggle but cannot rise to the light from out of the oppressive depths.


    Little reached me from the outside, and I remember my meetings with men as through a dream. Somewhere near Omsk, at a village market, I woke up. A blind man sat on the road in the dust and sang a song. His guide knelt near him and accompanied him on his accordion. The old man looked up at heaven with his empty eyes and sang the words with a faraway, rusty voice, describing the past, under the reign of Ivan Vasilef, and the accordion gave out its hollow accompaniment, “U-u-u.”


    


    I sat down on the ground next to the blind man. He took hold of my hand, held it, let it go again, but did not stop singing: “ Once there lived Ermak, a son of Timotheof.”


    “A-a-a,” the accordion repeated.


    And around the singers a crowd collected quietly, listening thoughtfully and seriously to the story of the past, with heads bowed to the ground. A dry warmth enfolded me and I saw curiosity light up the eyes of the men, and some one asked:


    “Won’t he sing?”


    “He will. Wait.”


    I had often heard these robber ballads, but I never knew whose were the words nor whose the soul mirrored there. But now all at once I understood. The ancient people spoke to me with a thousand tongues. “I pardon your great sins against me, man, for your small service.”


    People still looked at me with curiosity, and my spirit was aroused. The old man finished his song, and I arose and said:


    “Orthodox Christians, here you have heard about a robber who plundered and robbed the people, but, afterwards, his conscience troubling him, he went away to save his soul, wishing to serve the people with his great strength. And he served them. But to-day you are living among robbers who exploit you mercilessly, and in what way do they serve the people? What good do you see in them?”


    The crowd thickened around me, almost embracing me, and their attention made my words grow strong and gave them tone and beauty, and I lost myself in my words. I only felt a close alliance to the earth and to the people. They lifted me up towards themselves, drawing me on by their silence: “Speak; speak the whole truth as you see it!”


    Of course a policeman arrived and cried: “Move on!” asking what was the matter and demanding my passport.


    The people melted quietly away, like a cloud in the sun, and the policeman questioned and made inquiries as to what I said. Some answered: “About God; about many things; mainly about God.”


    I saw a workingman standing apart. He leaned up against his wagon and gazed steadily at me, smiling tenderly. The policeman had taken hold of my collar, and I wanted to shake him off, but I saw that the people looked sideways at me, with half-closed eyes, as if they were asking: “ Now, what are you going to say?”


    I paled at their lack of faith. Conquering myself in time, I shook off the hand of the policeman and said to him:


    “Do you want to know what I said?”


    And again I began to speak about injustice in life. Again the market people gathered around me in great crowds, and the policeman was lost in them and effaced.


    I recalled Kostia and the factory children, and I felt proud and happy. I became strong and as in a dream. The policeman whispered, many faces passed before me, many eyes burned; a warm cloud of people were around me, pushed me along, and I lay lightly among them. Some one took me by the shoulder and whispered in my ear: “Enough. Go.” They pushed and pushed me, and soon I found myself in a kind of court, and a black-bearded man was on one side of me and on the other a young boy with no cap on his head. The dark man said:


    “Climb over the wall.”


    I climbed it, then went over another. It seemed to me queer, yet pleasant.


    “Eh,” I thought, “is that who you are?”


    The black-bearded man hurried me along. “Lively, comrade, lively!”


    I asked him on the way: “Who are you?”


    “One of yours,” he answered.


    The boy without the cap followed us silently. We crossed gardens, came to a ravine at the bottom of which a stream ran along, and found a footpath in the brush. The dark man led me by the hand, looked into my eyes and said, smiling:


    “Well, good luck to you. Here, Fediok will conduct you to a good road. Go.”


    “You had better hurry. They might get you.” The dark man bent down, began crawling up the mountain, and Fediok and I went along by the stream.


    “Who is that man?” I asked him.


    “A blacksmith. An exile — for political reasons.”


    “I know such people,” I answered.


    I felt happy, but he was silent. I looked at the young man. His face was round, his nose short. His head seemed cut out from stone, and his gray eyes bulged far apart. He spoke low, walked noiselessly and held his head forward, as if he was listening or was pulled from above by some great force. He kept his hands behind his back, as my father-in-law used to.


    “Are you a native here?”


    “Yes, I am a farm hand at the priest’s.”


    “Where is you cap?”


    He felt his head, looked at me and asked:


    “Why do you care about the cap?”


    “Just so. It is night, and you will be cold.”


    He remained silent. Then he muttered unwillingly:


    “What does it matter about the cap as long as one’s head is saved?”


    The ravine became deeper, the stream sounded clearer, and night rose from the underbrush.


    My soul was unclear, yet I felt happy, and I wished to speak with the young man.


    “Have you only one exile here?” I asked.


    Here the young man opened himself as one opens an overcoat. Slowly and low, he said:


    “Four. There is a nobleman from Moscow and three from the Don. Two of them are quiet fellows. They even drink vodka. But the nobleman and that Ratkof who was here before, speak, though in secret, with whomever they can. They have not yet begun to speak openly before the people. There are many of them here, many around us. I, from Birsky — Fedor Mitkof, am here five years. During this time there were eleven men here. In Olekhine there are eight; in Shishkof there are three.”


    He counted for a long time, and he reached about sixty. When he finished he became thoughtful; then began to speak, gesticulating with his finger.


    “There are even some peasants among them. They all say the same thing; this life is unbearable; it stifles them. I lived in peace until I heard these words, and now I see I am not yet full grown and I must bow my head. Then, in truth, it must be that this life is stifling.”


    The young fellow spoke with difficulty, tearing each word from under his feet. He walked ahead of me and did not look at me. He was broad-shouldered and strong.


    “Can you read and write?” I asked him.


    “I once knew how, but have forgotten. Now I am studying again. It doesn’t matter, I know how. When one has to, one can do everything. And I have to. If it were the noblemen who spoke about the difficulty of this life, I would not take any notice of it, for their beliefs were always different from ours. But when it is your own brothers, the poor working class, then it must be true. And moreover, some of the common people go even farther than the noblemen. That means that something social and human is beginning. That is what they always say — social, human. I am human. Then it means my way lies with them, that is what I think.”


    I listened to him and said to myself: “Learn, Matvei.”


    “What is the use of thinking about such a thing?” I said to him. “It is God’s affair.”


    He stopped, suddenly standing stiff upon the ground, so that I almost fell upon his back. Then he turned his face towards me and asked sternly:


    “Is it really God’s affair? Here is what I think about it. This is why they say, ‘ Honor your father.’ And they say the authorities are also from God. And this they confirm by miracles. But then if the old laws are changed, new miracles should have come. But where are they? There were no signs when new laws came, none whatever. Everything is as it was. In Nijni they discovered relics which performed miracles. But then a rumor arose that they were not true relics, for Seraphim’s beard was gray and this one was red. The question is not the beard, but the miracle. Were there any miracles? There were, but they don’t want to admit it. They call all signs false, or they say faith creates miracles. There are times when I want to beat them to stop their confounding my soul.”


    Again he stopped, and around him the night rose from the earth. The path fell more steeply, the stream flowed on more hastily, and the brush rustled, moving quietly.


    “Go on, brother,” I said to him, low.


    He went forward. He did not stumble in the darkness but I almost fell on his back every step I took. He seemed to roll down like a stone, and his strange voice resounded in the stillness.


    “If I believed them, it would be an end of everything. I am not especially kind-hearted. I had a brother in the military, and he hanged himself. My sister worked as a servant in a farmer’s house near Birsky, and she gave birth to a child who is lame. It is four years old now and cannot walk. It means that a girl’s life was ruined on account of a man’s caprice. Where should she go now? My father is a drunkard and my elder brother has taken all the land. I have nothing.”


    We turned into the underbrush in the gray darkness. Now the stream went away from us into the depth, now again it flowed at our feet. Over our heads the night birds flew noiselessly, and above them were the stars.


    I wanted to walk fast, but the man in front of me did not hurry and muttered to himself unceasingly, as if he were counting his words and taking their weight.


    “That dark one, Ratkof, is a good man. He lives according to the new law and takes the part of the oppressed. A policeman once beat me with a club and he immediately felled the policeman to the ground. He had to sit fourteen days for it. ‘ How can you fight the authorities?’ I asked him when he came out. He immediately explained his law to me. I went to the priest, and the priest said, ‘ Ah, are these the thoughts you are plaiting?’ Ratkof was sent to the prison in the city. He sat three months, and I nineteen days. ‘ What did he say?’ they asked me there. ‘ Nothing.” What did he teach?” He taught nothing.’ I am no fool myself. Ratkof came out. ‘ Forgive me,’ I said to him, ‘ I was a fool.’ But he laughed. ‘ It was nonsense,’ he said.”


    My guide remained silent, and then, in a new voice, and lower, he continued:


    “Everything is nonsense to him. He spits blood, that is nonsense; he starves, that too is nonsense.” Suddenly he began to swear grossly, turned about and faced me, and hissed through his teeth:


    “I can understand everything. My brother died — that happens in the military. My sister’s case is not a rare one. But why do they torture that man to death? That I cannot understand. I go like a dog wherever he sends me. He calls me Earth. ‘ Eh, you Earth,’ he says and laughs. But the fact that they are always torturing him, that is like a knife in my heart!”


    And again he began to swear like a drunken monk.


    The ravine opened, broadened its walls down into the field, leveled them and vanished into the darkness.


    “Well,” said my guide, “good-by.”


    He pointed out to me the road to Omsk, turned back and disappeared. He was still without his cap.


    When his heavy steps died in the stillness I sat down, not desiring to go farther. The night lay heavily on the earth and slept, fresh, and thick, like oil. There were no stars in the heavens, no moon, no light about. But there was warmth and light within me.


    The heavy words of my guide burned within my memory. He was like a bell that had lain a long time on the earth, and had been covered by it and eaten out by rust, and though his tone was dull yet there was a new sound in it.


    The village people stood before my eyes as they listened to my speech seriously and wonderingly. Their troubled faces passed before me as they dragged me away from the police.


    “Is that the way it is?” I thought, marveling, and I could scarcely believe what had happened to me.


    Again I thought. “This young man seeks; signs and omens. He himself is a miracle. It is a miracle to preserve love for man in this horrible life. And the crowd who heard me, that, too, was a miracle, that it should not be deaf or blind, though many for a long time have tried to deafen and blind it. And a still greater miracle were Mikhail and his comrades.”


    My thoughts flowed calmly and easily. I was unaccustomed to it and did not expect it. I examined myself carefully, searched my heart quietly, wishing to find there anxiety and troubled doubt.


    I smiled in the silent darkness and feared to move, lest I drive away the unwonted joy which filled my heart to the very brim. I believed and yet did not believe this marvelous fulness of my soul, this unexpected Godsend which I found in me.


    It was as if a white bird, who was born long before, had slept in the shadow of my soul, and I had not known it or felt it. I stroked it accidentally and it awoke and began to sing quietly within me and flutter its light wings in my heart, and its hot song melted the ice of doubt and turned it into grateful tears.


    I wanted to say something, to arise, to sing, to meet human beings and to embrace them. I saw before me the shining face of Juna, the kind eyes of Mikhail, the stern wit of Kostia. All the familiar, dear and new people became alive to me, united in my breast and broadened it with happiness till it ached.


    So it had happened before while saying Mass at Easter, that I loved people and myself. I sat down, and thought tremblingly:


    “O Lord, is it not Thou, this beauty of beauties, this joy and this happiness?”


    Darkness reigned about me, and in it were the shining faces of the Believers sitting quietly. But my heart sang unceasingly.


    I stroked the earth with my hand, I patted it with my palm, as if it were a horse, which understood my caress.


    I could not sit still. I arose and walked on through the night. I remembered Kostia’s words. I saw before me the look of childish sternness in his eyes, and I went on, drunk with joy, walking over the earth towards the very end of autumn, gathering up into my soul its precious new gifts.


    At the station in Omsk I saw emigrants, Little Russians. A great part of the earth was covered with their bodies, those friends of labor. I walked among them, heard their soft speech and asked them:


    “Are you not afraid to lose yourselves, so far away?”


    A man gray and bent by work, answered me:


    “As long as we have a piece of land under our feet, we do not care how far it is. It is suffocating on earth when a man has to live by his own labor.”


    Formerly the words of pain and sorrow fell like ashes on my heart, but now they were keen sparks which lit it up, for every sorrow was my sorrow, and I too suffered from the want of liberty, as did the people.


    There is no time nor place for general spiritual growth, and this is bitter and dangerous to the one who outstrips the people, for he remains alone in advance of them, and the people do not see him and cannot strengthen him with their strength; and alone and uselessly he burns himself up in the fire of his desires.


    I spoke in Little Russian, for I knew this tender language.


    “For ages the people have wandered over the earth, hither and thither, seeking a place where they may in freedom build up a righteous life with their own strength, and for ages you have wandered over the earth, its lawful masters, and why? Who is it that gives no room to the people, the real Czar of the earth? Who has dethroned them? Who has torn the crown from their heads and driven them from country to country, these creators of all labor, these exquisite gardeners who planted all the beauty on the earth?”


    The eyes of the people burned. The human soul which was just awakened in them glowed, and my own glance also became wide and keen. I saw the question on each face and immediately answered it; I saw doubt and I fought with it. I drew strength from the hearts which were opened about me, and I united this strength into one heart.


    When you speak to people some word which touches them as a whole, which lies buried secretly and deep in each human soul, then their eyes shine with glowing strength and fill you and carry you above them. But do not think that it is your strength which carries you. You are winged with the crossing of all strength in your heart. It surrounds you from without; you are strong by its strength just as long as the people fill you up with it; but should they go away, should their spirit vanish, you again fall back to the level of all.


    So I began my teaching modestly, calling the people to a new service in the name of a new life, though I did not know how to name my new God. In Zlatout on a holiday I spoke in the square, and again the police interfered, and again the people hid me.


    I met many splendid men and women. One whose name was Yashka Vladikine, a student in a theological seminary, is now a good friend of mine and will remain so for all my life. He does not believe in God, but he loves church music to tears. He plays psalms on the organ and weeps, the dear wonder-child.


    I asked him laughing: “What are you howling at, you heretic, atheist?”


    He cried out, tremblingly: “From joy at the knowledge of the great beauty which some day will be created. If already in this worldly and wretched life beauty has been created with the insignificant strength of individuals, what will be created on earth when the whole spiritual world shall be free and shall begin to express the order of its great spirit in psalms and music?”


    He began to speak about the future, which stood out with blinding clearness to him, and he was himself surprised at his visions.


    I have much to be grateful for to this friend of mine, as much as to Mikhail.


    I have seen marvelous people by tens, for they send me to one another from city to city. I go as with fiery signals, and each one is kept burning by the same faith. It is impossible to enumerate the various people and to describe the joy at seeing the spiritual unity which lies in all. Great is the Russian people and indescribably beautiful is life.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XXVI


    
      
    


    IT was in the government of Kazan that my heart received the last blow, the blow which finished the construction of the temple. It was at the monastery of the Seven Seas, at a procession of the miracle-working ikon of the Holy Virgin. They were expecting the return of this ikon to the monastery from the city — the day was a holiday.


    I stood on a little hill above the lake and gazed about me. The place was filled with people, and the body of human beings streamed in dark waves to the gates of the monastery, and fought and struggled around its walls. The sun was setting and its autumn rays shone with bright red. The bells trembled like birds ready to fly and follow their own songs, and everywhere the bared heads of the people shone red in the rays of the sun, like double poppies.


    Awaiting the miracle, near the gates of the monastery, stood a small carriage, in which lay a young girl, motionless. Her face was set as if in white wax, her gray eyes were half open, and all her life seemed to be in the quiet fluttering of her long lashes. —


    Next to her stood her parents. The father was a tall man, gray-bearded and with a long nose. The mother, stout, round-faced, with uplifted eyebrows and wide open eyes, gazed in front of her. Her fingers moved and it seemed to me that she was about to give a piercing and passionate cry.


    The people walked up to them, gazed upon the sick girl’s face, and the father spoke in measured tones, his beard trembling:


    “Orthodox Christians, I beg of you, pray for the unfortunate girl. Without arms, without legs, she has been lying thus for four years. Beg the Holy Virgin for aid. The Lord will reward you for your holy prayers. Help deliver the parents from sorrow.”


    It was plain that he had been carrying his daughter from monastery to monastery for a long time and that he had already lost all hope of her recovery. He poured out these same words over and over again and they sounded dead in his mouth.


    The people listened to his prayers, sighed, crossed themselves, and the lids which covered the sorrowful eyes of the young girl trembled.


    I must have seen about a score of weakened girls, about ten who were supposed to be possessed, and other kinds of invalids, and I was always conscience-stricken and ashamed before them. I pitied the poor bodies robbed of strength and I pitied their vain waiting for a miracle. But I never felt pity to such a degree as now. A great silent complaint seemed frozen on the white half-dead face of the daughter and a silent and indescribable sorrow seemed to control the mother.


    It was oppressive and I went away. Thousands of eyes were looking toward the distance, and like a cloud there floated toward me the warm, dull whisper: “They are carrying it.”


    Heavily and slowly the crowd proceeded up the mountain like a dark wave of the sea, and the golden banners burned like red foam, shooting out their sheaves of bright sparks. The ikon of the holy virgin floated and swung like a fiery bird shining in the rays of the sun. From the human body a mighty sigh arose, a thousand-voiced song: “ Intercede for us, O mother of the Lord, most high.”


    The song was cut short by cries: “Hurry! Move faster! Hurry!”


    The lake smiled brightly in the frame-work of the blue wood; the red sun melted, sinking into the wood, and the copper sound of the bells rang out gaily. Around me were anxious faces, the quiet and sorrowful whispering of prayers, eyes dimmed with tears, and the waving of many, many arms, making the sign of the cross.


    I was alone. All this was sad error for me, weak despair, a weary desire for grace.


    The procession marched on, their faces covered with dust, streams of sweat pouring down their cheeks. They breathed heavily, they gazed strangely as if they saw nothing, and pushed one another and stumbled along.


    I pitied them. I pitied the strength of their faith which was wasted on the air. There was no end to this stream of people. A vigorous and mighty cry arose, but it was dark and sounded reproachful: “Rejoice, O merciful one,” and again, “Hurry! Hurry!”


    In this whole cloud of dust I saw hundreds of black faces, thousands of eyes like stars on the milky way. I saw that those eyes were fiery sparks from one soul, eagerly awaiting an unknown joy.


    The people went down as one body, pressing close upon one another, holding one another’s hands and walking fast, as if the road was terribly long, but they were ready to go to what was their end without stopping.


    My soul trembled with an unknown pain. Like a prayer the words of Juna rose in my memory: “The people — the creators of God.”


    I started forward. I rushed from the mountain to meet the people, went along with them and sang with a full throat: “Rejoice, beneficent strength of all strengths!”


    They seized and embraced me, and I seemed to float away and to melt under their hot breathing. I did not know that the earth was under my feet, nor did I recognize myself. There was no time nor space, only joy, vast like the heavens. I was like a glowing coal, flaming with faith. I was unimportant yet great and resembled all who were around me at the time of our general flight.


    “Hurry! Hurry!”


    The people flew over the earth irresistibly, ready to stride over all obstacles and abysses, all doubts and dark fears. I remember that the procession stopped close to me, that confusion occurred, that I was dragged near the wagon of the sick girl and heard the cries and the murmuring:


    “Let us sing the Te Deum; let us sing the Te Deum.”


    There was great excitement. They pushed the wagon, and the head of the young girl rocked to and fro, helpless and without strength. Her large eyes gazed out with fear. Tens of eyes poured their rays out upon her; hundreds of force streams crossed themselves over her weak body, calling her to life with an imperious desire to see her rise from her bed.


    I, too, looked into the depths of her eyes, and an inexpressible desire came over me, in common with all, that she arise; not for my sake, nor for her own sake, but for some special reason, before which she and I were like a bird’s feather in a fire.


    As rain saturates the earth with its live moisture, so the people filled the dry body of the girl with their strength, and they whispered and cried to her and to me:


    “Rise, dear one, rise. Lift your arms. Be not afraid. Arise, arise without fear. Sick one, arise; dear one, lift your arms.”


    Hundreds of stars arose in her soul and a pink shadow lit up her death-like face, and her surprised and happy eyes opened still wider. Her shoulders moved slowly and humbly she raised her trembling arms and obediently held them up. Her mouth was open like a fledgling’s about to leave its nest for the first time. A deep sigh rose around her. As though the earth were a copper bell, struck upon by a giant sviatogor with all his strength, the people trembled, and laughing cried:


    “On your feet. Help her. Arise little one, on your feet. Help her.”


    We caught the girl, lifted her and put her on her feet, holding her lightly. She bent like an ear of corn in the wind, and cried out:


    “Oh, dear one, Lord; oh, Holy Virgin!”


    “Walk!” the people cried. “ Walk!”


    I remember their dusty faces, tearful and sweaty. Through the damp tears a miraculous strength shone out masterful, the faith in the power to create miracles.


    The recovered girl walked quietly among us. Confidently she pressed her revived body against the body of the people, and smiling and pale like a flower, she said:


    “Let me go alone.”


    She stopped, swayed, then walked. She walked as if on knives which cut her feet, but she walked alone; fearful yet bold, like a little child; and the people around her rejoiced and were friendly as to a little child. She was excited. Her body trembled. She held her hands out before her as if she were leaning against the air. She was filled by the strength of the people and she was sustained from every side by hundreds of luminous rays.


    I lost sight of her at the gates of the monastery, and recovering myself, I gazed about me. Everywhere there was holiday tumult. There was a ringing of bells and the powerful talk of the people. The evening red fell brilliantly from the heavens and the lake clothed itself in the purple of the reflection. A man walked past me, smiled and asked:


    “Did you see it?”


    I embraced him and kissed him, like a brother after a long separation, and we found no words to say to each other. Smiling, we remained silent and separated.


    * * * * *


    
      
    


    At night I sat in the wood above the lake. Again I was alone, but now forever and inseparably united to the soul of the people, the masters and miracle workers of the earth. I sat and listened to all that I had seen and known grow and burn within me in one fire. — I, too, would reflect to the world this light in which everything flamed with great significance and was clothed with the miraculous. It winged my soul with a desire to accept the world as it had accepted me.


    I have no words to describe the exultation of that night, when, alone in the darkness, I embraced the whole earth with my love and stood on the height of my experience and saw the world, like a fiery stream of life-force, flowing turbidly to unite into one current, the end of which I could not see. I joyfully understood that the inaccessibility of the end was the source of the infinite growth of my soul and the great earthly beauty. And in this infinity were the innumerable joys of the live human soul.


    In the morning the sun appeared to me with a new face. I saw how its rays cautiously and lovingly sank into the darkness and turned it away; how it lifted from the earth the veils of night, and there she stood before me in the beautiful and magnificent jewels of autumn; the emerald field of the great play of peoples and the fight for free play was the holy place in the procession of the celebration of beauty and truth.


    I saw the earth, my mother, in space between the stars, and brightly she gazed out with her ocean eyes into the distance and the depths. I saw her like a full bowl of bright red, incessantly seething, human blood, and I saw her master, the all-powerful, immortal people.


    They winged her life with a great activity and hope, and I prayed:


    “Thou art my God, the creator of all gods, which thou weavest out of the beauty of thy soul and the labor and agony of thy seeking.


    “There shall be no God but thou, for thou art the one God, the creator of miracles.”


    This is what I believe and confess.


    And always do I return there where people free the souls of their neighbors from the yoke of darkness and superstition and unite them and disclose to them their own secret physiognomy, and aid them to recognize the strength of their own wills and teach them the one and true path to a general union for the sake of the great cause, the cause of the universal creating of God.


    THE END
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    THE BIRTH OF A MAN


    
      
    


    The year was the year ‘92 — the year of leanness — the scene a spot between Sukhum and Otchenchiri, on the river Kodor, a spot so near to the sea that amid the joyous babble of a sparkling rivulet the ocean’s deep-voiced thunder was plainly distinguishable.


    Also, the season being autumn, leaves of wild laurel were glistening and gyrating on the white foam of the Kodor like a quantity of mercurial salmon fry. And as I sat on some rocks overlooking the river there occurred to me the thought that, as likely as not, the cause of the gulls’ and cormorants’ fretful cries where the surf lay moaning behind a belt of trees to the right was that, like myself, they kept mistaking the leaves for fish, and as often finding themselves disappointed.


    Over my head hung chestnut trees decked with gold; at my feet lay a mass of chestnut leaves which resembled the amputated palms of human hands; on the opposite bank, where there waved, tanglewise, the stripped branches of a hornbeam, an orange-tinted woodpecker was darting to and fro, as though caught in the mesh of foliage, and, in company with a troupe of nimble titmice and blue tree-creepers (visitors from the far-distant North), tapping the bark of the stem with a black beak, and hunting for insects.


    To the left, the tops of the mountains hung fringed with dense, fleecy clouds of the kind which presages rain; and these clouds were sending their shadows gliding over slopes green and overgrown with boxwood and that peculiar species of hollow beech-stump which once came near to effecting the downfall of Pompey’s host, through depriving his iron-built legions of the use of their legs as they revelled in the intoxicating sweetness of the “mead” or honey which wild bees make from the blossoms of the laurel and the azalea, and travellers still gather from those hollow stems to knead into lavashi or thin cakes of millet flour.


    On the present occasion I too (after suffering sundry stings from infuriated bees) was thus engaged as I sat on the rocks beneath the chestnuts. Dipping morsels of bread into a potful of honey, I was munching them for breakfast, and enjoying, at the same time, the indolent beams of the moribund autumn sun.


    In the fall of the year the Caucasus resembles a gorgeous cathedral built by great craftsmen (always great craftsmen are great sinners) to conceal their past from the prying eyes of conscience. Which cathedral is a sort of intangible edifice of gold and turquoise and emerald, and has thrown over its hills rare carpets silk-embroidered by Turcoman weavers of Shemi and Samarkand, and contains, heaped everywhere, plunder brought from all the quarters of the world for the delectation of the sun. Yes, it is as though men sought to say to the Sun God: “All things here are thine. They have been brought hither for thee by thy people.”


    Yes, mentally I see long-bearded, grey-headed supermen, beings possessed of the rounded eyes of happy children, descending from the hills, and decking the earth, and sowing it with sheerly kaleidoscopic treasures, and coating the tops of the mountains with massive layers of silver, and the lower edges with a living web of trees. Yes, I see those beings decorating and fashioning the scene until, thanks to their labours, this gracious morsel of the earth has become fair beyond all conception.


    And what a privilege it is to be human! How much that is wonderful leaps to the eye-how the presence of beauty causes. the heart to throb with a voluptuous rapture that is almost pain!


    And though there are occasions when life seems hard, and the breast feels filled with fiery rancour, and melancholy dries and renders athirst the heart’s blood, this is not a mood sent us in perpetuity. For at times even the sun may feel sad as he contemplates men, and sees that, despite all that he has done for them, they have done so little in return....


    No, it is not that good folk are lacking. It is that they need to be rounded off — better still, to be made anew.


    
      

    


    Suddenly there came into view over the bushes to my left a file of dark heads, while through the surging of the waves and the babble of the stream I caught the sound of human voices, a sound emanating from a party of “famine people” or folk who were journeying from Sukhum to Otchenchiri to obtain work on a local road then in process of construction.


    The owners of the voices I knew to be immigrants from the province of Orlov. I knew them to be so for the reason that I myself had lately been working in company with the male members of the party, and had taken leave of them only yesterday in order that I might set out earlier than they, and, after walking through the night, greet the sun when he should arise above the sea.


    The members of the party comprised four men and a woman — the latter a young female with high cheek-bones, a figure swollen with manifest pregnancy, and a pair of greyish-blue eyes that had fixed in them a stare of apprehension. At the present moment her head and yellow scarf were just showing over the tops of the bushes; and while I noted that now it was swaying from side to side like a sunflower shaken by the wind, I recalled the fact that she was a woman whose husband had been carried off at Sukhum by a surfeit of fruit — this fact being known to me through the circumstance that in the workmen’s barraque where we had shared quarters these folk had observed the good old Russian custom of confiding to a stranger the whole of their troubles, and had done so in tones of such amplitude and penetration that the querulous words must have been audible for five versts around.


    And as I had talked to these forlorn people, these human beings who lay crushed beneath the misfortune which had uprooted them from their barren and exhausted lands, and blown them, like autumn leaves, towards the Caucasus where nature’s luxuriant, but unfamiliar, aspect had blinded and bewildered them, and with its onerous conditions of labour quenched their last spark of courage; as I had talked to these poor people I had seen them glancing about with dull, troubled, despondent eyes, and heard them say to one another softly, and with pitiful smiles:


    “What a country!”


    “Aye, — that it is! — a country to make one sweat!”


    “As hard as a stone it is!”


    “Aye, an evil country!”


    After which they had gone on to speak of their native haunts, where every handful of soil had represented to them the dust of their ancestors, and every grain of that soil had been watered with the sweat of their brows, and become charged with dear and intimate recollections.


    Previously there had joined the party a woman who, tall and straight, had had breasts as flat as a board, and jawbones like the jawbones of a horse, and a glance in her dull, sidelong black eyes like a gleaming, smouldering fire.


    And every evening this woman had been wont to step outside the barraque with the woman in the yellow scarf and to seat herself on a rubbish heap, and, resting her cheeks on the palms of her hands, and inclining her head sideways, to sing in a high and shrewish voice:


    Behind the graveyard wall,

    Where fair green bushes stand.

    I’ll spread me on the sand

    A shroud as white as snow.

    And not long will it be

    Before my heart’s adored,

    My master and my lord,

    Shall answer my curtsey low.


    
      
    


    Usually her companion, the woman in the yellow scarf, had, with head bent forward and eyes fixed upon her stomach, remained silent; but on rare, unexpected occasions she had, in the hoarse, sluggish voice of a peasant, sung a song with the sobbing refrain:


    Ah, my beloved, sweetheart of mine,

    Never again will these eyes seek thine!


    
      
    


    Nor amid the stifling blackness of the southern night had these voices ever failed to bring back to my memory the snowy wastes of the North, and the icy, wailing storm-wind, and the distant howling of unseen wolves.


    In time, the squint-eyed woman had been taken ill of a fever, and removed to the town in a tilted ambulance; and as she had lain quivering and moaning on the stretcher she had seemed still to be singing her little ditty about the graveyard and the sand.


    The head with the yellow scarf rose, dipped, and disappeared.


    After I had finished my breakfast I thatched the honey-pot with some leaves, fastened down the lid, and indolently resumed my way in the wake of the party, my blackthorn staff tiptapping against the hard tread of the track as I proceeded.


    The track loomed — a grey, narrow strip — before me, while on my right the restless, dark blue sea had the air of being ceaselessly planed by thousands of invisible carpenters; so regularly did the stress of a wind as moist and sweet and warm as the breath of a healthy woman cause ever-rustling curls of foam to drift towards the beach. Also, careening on to its port quarter under a full set of bellying sails, a Turkish felucca was gliding towards Sukhum; and, as it held on its course, it put me in mind of a certain pompous engineer of the town who had been wont to inflate his fat cheeks and say: “Be quiet, you, or I will have you locked up!” This man had, for some reason or another, an extraordinary weakness for causing arrests to be made; and, exceedingly do I rejoice to think that by now the worms of the graveyard must have consumed him down to the very marrow of his bones. Would that certain other acquaintances of mine were similarly receiving beneficent attention!


    Walking proved an easy enough task, for I seemed to be borne on air, while a chorus of pleasant thoughts, of many-coloured recollections, kept singing gently in my breast — a chorus resembling, indeed, the white-maned billows in the regularity with which now it rose, and now it fell, to reveal in, as it were, soft, peaceful depths the bright, supple hopes of youth, like so many silver fish cradled in the bosom of the ocean.


    Suddenly, as it trended seawards, the road executed a half-turn, and skirted a strip of the sandy margin to which the waves kept rolling in such haste. And in that spot even the bushes seemed to have a mind to look the waves in the eyes — so strenuously did they lean across the riband-like path, and nod in the direction of the blue, watery waste, while from the hills a wind was blowing that presaged rain.


    
      

    


    But hark! From some point among the bushes a low moan arose — the sound which never fails to thrill the soul and move it to responsive quivers!


    Thrusting aside the foliage, I beheld before me the woman in the yellow scarf. Seated with her back resting against the stem of a hazel-bush, she had her head sunken deeply between her shoulders, her mouth hideously agape, her eyes staring vaguely before her, her hands pressed to her swollen stomach, her breath issuing with unnatural vehemence, and her abdomen convulsively, spasmodically rising and falling. Meanwhile from her throat were issuing moans which at times caused her yellow teeth to show bare like those of a wolf.


    “What is the matter?” I said as I bent over her. “Has anyone assaulted you?”


    The only result was that, shuffling bare feet in the sand like a fly, she shook her nerveless hand, and gasped:


    “Away, villain! Away with you!”


    Then I understood what was the matter, for I had seen a similar case before. Yet for the moment a certain feeling of shyness made me edge away from her a little; and as I did so, she uttered a prolonged moan, and her almost bursting eyeballs vented hot, murky tears which trickled down her tense and livid features.


    Thereupon I turned to her again, and, throwing down cooking-pot, teapot, and wallet, laid her on her back, and strove to bend her knees upwards in the direction of her body. Meanwhile she sought to repel me with blows on face and breast, and at length rolled on to her stomach. Then, raising herself on all fours, she, sobbing, gasping, and cursing in a breath, crawled away like a bear into a remoter portion of the thicket.


    “Beast!” she panted. “Oh, you devil!”


    Yet, even as the words escaped her lips, her arms gave way beneath her, and she collapsed upon her face, with legs stretched out, and her lips emitting a fresh series of convulsive moans.


    Excited now to fever pitch, I hurriedly recalled my small store of knowledge of such cases and finally decided to turn her on her back, and, as before, to strive to bend her knees upwards in the direction of her body. Already signs of imminent parturition were not wanting.


    “Lie still,” I said, “and if you do that it will not be long before you are delivered of the child.”


    Whereafter, running down to the sea, I pulled up my sleeves, and, on returning, embarked upon my role, of accoucheur.


    Scoring the earth with her fingers, uprooting tufts of withered grass, and struggling to thrust them into her mouth, scattering soil over her terrible, inhuman face and bloodshot eyes, the woman writhed like a strip of birch bark in a wood fire. Indeed, by this time a little head was coming into view, and it needed all my efforts to quell the twitchings of her legs, to help the child to issue, and to prevent its mother from thrusting grass down her distorted, moaning throat. Meanwhile we cursed one another — she through her teeth, and I in an undertone; she, I should surmise, out of pain and shame, and I, I feel certain, out of nervousness, mingled with a perfect agony of compassion.


    “O Lord!” she gasped with blue lips flecked with foam as her eyes (suddenly bereft of their colour in the sunlight) shed tears born of the intolerable anguish of the maternal function, and her body writhed and twisted as though her frame had been severed in the middle.


    “Away, you brute!” was her oft-repeated cry as with her weak hands, hands seemingly dislocated at the wrists, she strove to thrust me to a distance. Yet all the time I kept saying persuasively: “You fool! Bring forth as quickly as you can!” and, as a matter of fact, was feeling so sorry for her that tears continued to spurt from my eyes as much as from hers, and my very heart contracted with pity. Also, never did I cease to feel that I ought to keep saying something; wherefore, I repeated, and again repeated: “Now then! Bring forth as quickly as ever you can!”


    And at last my hands did indeed hold a human creature in all its pristine beauty. Nor could even the mist of tears prevent me from seeing that that human creature was red in the face, and that to judge from the manner in which it kept kicking and resisting and uttering hoarse wails (while still bound to its mother by the ligament), it was feeling dissatisfied in advance with the world. Yes, blue-eyed, and with a nose absurdly sunken between a pair of scarlet, rumpled cheeks and lips which ceaselessly quivered and contracted, it kept bawling: “A-aah! A-a-ah!”


    Moreover, so slippery was it that, as I knelt and looked at it and laughed with relief at the fact that it had arrived safely, I came near to letting it fall upon the ground: wherefore I entirely forgot what next I ought to have done.


    “Cut it!” at length whispered the mother with eyes closed, and features suddenly swollen and resembling those of a corpse.


    “A knife!” again she whispered with her livid lips. “Cut it!”


    My pocket-knife I had had stolen from me in the workmen’s barraque; but with my teeth I severed the caul, and then the child gave renewed tongue in true Orlovian fashion, while the mother smiled. Also, in some curious fashion, the mother’s unfathomable eyes regained their colour, and became filled as with blue fire as, plunging a hand into her bodice and feeling for the pocket, she contrived to articulate with raw and blood-flecked lips:


    “I have not a single piece of string or riband to bind the caul with.”


    Upon that I set to, and managed to produce a piece of riband, and to fasten it in the required position.


    Thereafter she smiled more brightly than ever. So radiantly did she smile that my eyes came near to being blinded with the spectacle.


    “And now rearrange yourself,” I said, “and in the meanwhile I will go and wash the baby.”


    “Yes, yes,” she murmured uneasily. “But be very careful with him — be very gentle.”


    Yet it was little enough care that the rosy little homunculus seemed to require, so strenuously did he clench his fists, and bawl as though he were minded to challenge the whole world to combat.


    “Come, now!” at length I said. “You must have done, or your very head will drop off.”


    Yet no sooner did he feel the touch of the ocean spray, and begin to be sprinkled With its joyous caresses, than he lamented more loudly and vigorously than ever, and so continued throughout the process of being slapped on the back and breast as, frowning and struggling, he vented squall after squall while the waves laved his tiny limbs.


    “Shout, young Orlovian!” said I encouragingly. “Let fly with all the power of your lungs!”


    And with that, I took him back to his mother. I found her with eyes closed and lips drawn between her teeth as she writhed in the torment of expelling the after-birth. But presently I detected through the sighs and groans a whispered:


    “Give him to me! Give him to me!”


    “You had better wait a little,” I urged.


    “Oh no! Give him to me now!”


    And with tremulous, unsteady hands she unhooked the bosom of her bodice, and, freeing (with my assistance) the breast which nature had prepared for at least a dozen children, applied the mutinous young Orlovian to the nipple. As for him, he at once understood the matter, and ceased to send forth further lamentation.


    “O pure and holy Mother of God!” she gasped in a long-drawn, quivering sigh as she bent a dishevelled head over the little one, and, between intervals of silence, fell to uttering soft, abrupt exclamations. Then, opening her ineffably beautiful blue eyes, the hallowed eyes of a mother, she raised them towards the azure heavens, while in their depths there was coming and going a flame of joy and gratitude. Lastly, lifting a languid hand, she with a slow movement made the sign of the cross over both herself and her babe.


    “Thanks to thee O purest Mother of God!” she murmured. “Thanks indeed to thee!”


    Then her eyes grew dim and vague again, and after a pause (during which she seemed to be scarcely breathing) she said in a hard and matter-of-fact tone:


    “Young fellow, unfasten my satchel.”


    And whilst I was so engaged she continued to regard me with a steady gaze; but, when the task was completed she smiled shamefacedly, and on her sunken cheeks and sweat-flecked temples there dawned the ghost of a blush.


    “Now,” said she, “do you, for the present, go away.”


    “And if I do so, see that in the meanwhile you do not move about too much.”


    “No, I will not. But please go away.”


    So I withdrew a little. In my breast a sort of weariness was lurking, but also in my breast there was echoing a soft and glorious chorus of birds, a chorus so exquisitely in accord with the never-ceasing splash of the sea that for ever could I have listened to it, and to the neighbouring brook as it purled on its way like a maiden engaged in relating confidences about her lover.


    Presently, the woman’s yellow-scarfed head (the scarf now tidily rearranged) reappeared over the bushes.


    “Come, come, good woman!” was my exclamation. “I tell you that you must not move about so soon.”


    And certainly her attitude now was one of utter languor, and she had perforce to grasp the stem of a bush with one hand to support herself. Yet while the blood was gone from her face, there had formed in the hollows where her eyes had been two lakes of blue.


    “See how he is sleeping!” she murmured.


    And, true enough, the child was sound asleep, though to my eyes he looked much as any other baby might have done, save that the couch of autumn leaves on which he was ensconced consisted of leaves of a kind which could not have been discovered in the faraway forests of Orlov.


    “Now, do you yourself lie down awhile,” was my advice.


    “Oh, no,” she replied with a shake of her head on its sinuous neck; “for I must be collecting my things before I move on towards—”


    “Towards Otchenchiri”


    “Yes. By now my folk will have gone many a verst in that direction.”


    “And can you walk so far?”


    “The Holy Mother will help me.”


    Yes, she was to journey in the company of the Mother of God. So no more on the point required to be said.


    Glancing again at the tiny, inchoate face under the bushes, her eyes diffused rays of warm and kindly light as, licking her lips, she, with a slow movement, smoothed the breast of the little one.


    Then I arranged sticks for a fire, and also adjusted stones to support the kettle.


    “Soon I will have tea ready for you,” I remarked.


    “And thankful indeed I shall be,” she responded, “for my breasts are dried up.”


    “Why have your companions deserted you?” I said next.


    “They have not deserted me. It was I that left them of my own accord. How could I have exposed myself in their presence?”


    And with a glance at me she raised a hand to her face as, spitting a gout of blood, she smiled a sort of bashful smile.


    “This is your first child, I take it?”


    “It is.... And who are you?”


    “A man.”


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


    “No, I have never been able to marry.”


    “That cannot be true.”


    “Why not?”


    With lowered eyes she sat awhile in thought.


    “Because, if so, how do you come to know so much about women’s affairs?”


    This time I DID lie, for I replied:


    “Because they have been my study. In fact, I am a medical student.”


    “Ah! Our priest’s son also was a student, but a student for the Church.”


    “Very well. Then you know what I am. Now I will go and fetch some water.”


    Upon this she inclined her head towards her little son and listened for a moment to his breathing. Then she said with a glance towards the sea:


    “I too should like to have a wash, but I do not know what the water is like. What is it? Brackish or salt?”


    “No; quite good water — fit for you to wash in.”


    “Is it really?”


    “Yes, really. Moreover, it is warmer than the water of the streams hereabouts, which is as cold as ice.”


    “Ah! Well, you know best.”


    Here a shaggy-eared pony, all skin and bone, was seen approaching us at a foot’s pace. Trembling, and drooping its head, it scanned us, as it drew level, with a round black eye, and snorted. Upon that, its rider pushed back a ragged fur cap, glanced warily in our direction, and again sank his head.


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


    Then I departed in quest of water. After I had washed my face and hands I filled the kettle from a stream bright and lively as quicksilver (a stream presenting, as the autumn leaves tossed in the eddies which went leaping and singing over the stones, a truly enchanting spectacle), and, returning, and peeping through the bushes, perceived the woman to be crawling on hands and knees over the stones, and anxiously peering about, as though in search of something.


    “What is it?” I inquired, and thereupon, turning grey in the face with confusion she hastened to conceal some article under her person, although I had already guessed the nature of the article.


    “Give it to me,” was my only remark. “I will go and bury it.”


    “How so? For, as a matter of fact, it ought to be buried under the floor in front of some stove.”


    “Are we to build a stove HERE? Build it in five minutes?” I retorted.


    “Ah, I was jesting. But really, I would rather not have it buried here, lest some wild beast should come and devour it... Yet it ought to be committed only to the earth.”


    That said, she, with averted eyes, handed me a moist and heavy bundle; and as she did so she said under her breath, with an air of confusion:


    “I beg of you for Christ’s sake to bury it as well, as deeply, as you can. Out of pity for my son do as I bid you.”


    I did as she had requested; and, just as the task had been completed, I perceived her returning from the margin of the sea with unsteady gait, and an arm stretched out before her, and a petticoat soaked to the middle with the sea water. Yet all her face was alight with inward fire, and as I helped her to regain the spot where I had prepared some sticks I could not help reflecting with some astonishment:


    “How strong indeed she is!”


    Next, as we drank a mixture of tea and honey, she inquired:


    “Have you now ceased to be a student?”


    “Yes.”


    “And why so? Through too much drink?”


    “Even so, good mother.”


    “Dear me! Well, your face is familiar to me. Yes, I remember that I noticed you in Sukhum when once you were arguing with the barraque superintendent over the question of rations. As I did so the thought occurred to me: ‘Surely that bold young fellow must have gone and spent his means on drink? Yes, that is how it must be.’”


    Then, as from her swollen lips she licked a drop of honey, she again bent her blue eyes in the direction of the bush under which the slumbering, newly-arrived Orlovian was couched.


    “How will he live?” thoughtfully she said with a sigh — then added:


    “You have helped me, and I thank you. Yes, my thanks are yours, though I cannot tell whether or not your assistance will have helped HIM.”


    And, drinking the rest of her tea, she ate a morsel of bread, then made the sign of the cross. And subsequently, as I was putting up my things, she continued to rock herself to and fro, to give little starts and cries, and to gaze thoughtfully at the ground with eyes which had now regained their original colour. At last she rose to her feet.


    “You are not going yet?” I queried protestingly.


    “Yes, I must.”


    “But—”


    “The Blessed Virgin will go with me. So please hand me over the child.”


    “No, I will carry him.”


    And, after a contest for the honour, she yielded, and we walked away side by side.


    “I only wish I were a little steadier on my feet,” she remarked with an apologetic smile as she laid a hand upon my shoulder.


    Meanwhile, the new citizen of Russia, the little human being of an unknown future, was snoring soundly in my arms as the sea plashed and murmured, and threw off its white shavings, and the bushes whispered together, and the sun (now arrived at the meridian) shone brightly upon us all.


    In calm content it was that we walked; save that now and then the mother would halt, draw a deep breath, raise her head, scan the sea and the forest and the hills, and peer into her son’s face. And as she did so, even the mist begotten of tears of suffering could not dim the wonderful brilliancy and clearness of her eyes. For with the sombre fire of inexhaustible love were those eyes aflame.


    Once, as she halted, she exclaimed:


    “O God, O Mother of God, how good it all is! Would that for ever I could walk thus, yes, walk and walk unto the very end of the world! All that I should need would be that thou, my son, my darling son, shouldst, borne upon thy mother’s breast, grow and wax strong!”


    And the sea murmured and murmured.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    THE ICEBREAKER


    
      
    


    On a frozen river near a certain Russian town, a gang of seven carpenters were hastily repairing an icebreaker which the townsfolk had stripped for firewood.


    That year spring happened to be late in arriving, and youthful March looked more like October, and only at noon, and that not on every day, did the pale, wintry sun show himself in the overcast heavens, or, glimmering in blue spaces between clouds, contemplate the earth with a squinting, malevolent eye.


    The day in question was the Friday in Holy Week, and, as night drew on, drippings were becoming congealed into icicles half an arshin long, and in the snow-stripped ice of the river only the dun hue of the wintry clouds was reflected.


    As the carpenters worked there kept mournfully, insistently echoing from the town the coppery note of bells; and at intervals heads would raise themselves, and blue eyes would gleam thoughtfully through the same grey fog in which the town lay enveloped, and an axe uplifted would hover a moment in the air as though fearing with its descent to cleave the luscious flood of sound.


    Scattered over the spacious river-track were dark pine branches, projecting obliquely from the ice, to mark paths, open spaces, and cracks on the surface; and where they reared themselves aloft, these branches looked like the cramped, distorted arms of drowning men.


    From the river came a whiff of gloom and depression. Covered over with sodden slush, it stretched with irksome rigidity towards the misty quarter whence blew a languid, sluggish, damp, cold wind.


    Suddenly the foreman, one Ossip, a cleanly built, upright little peasant with a neatly curling, silvery beard, ruddy cheeks, and a flexible neck, a man everywhere and always in evidence, shouted:


    “Look alive there, my hearties!”


    Presently he turned his attention to myself, and smiled insinuatingly.


    “Inspector,” he said, “what are you trying to poke out of the sky with that squat nose of yours? And why are you here at all? You come from the contractor, you say? — from Vasili Sergeitch? Well, well! Then your job is to hurry us up, to keep barking out, ‘Mind what you are doing, such-and-such gang!’ Yet there you stand-blinking over your task like an object dried stiff! It’s not to blink that you’re here, but to play the watchdog upon us, and to keep an eye open, and your tongue on the wag. So issue your commands, young cockerel.”


    Then he shouted to the workmen:


    “Now, then! No shirking! Is the job going to be finished tonight, or is it not?”


    As a matter of fact, he himself was the worst shirker in the artel [Workman’s union]. True, he was also a first-rate hand at his trade, and a man who could work quickly and well and with skill and concentration; but, unfortunately, he hated putting himself out, and preferred to spend his time spinning arresting yarns. For instance, on the present occasion he chose the moment when work was proceeding with a swing, when everyone was busily and silently and wholeheartedly labouring with the object of running the job through to the end, to begin in his musical voice:


    “Look here, lads. Once upon a time—”


    And though for the first two or three minutes the men appeared not to hear him, and continued their planing and chopping as before, the moment came when the soft tenor accents caught and held the men’s attention, as they trickled and burbled forth. Then, screwing up his bright eyes with a humorous air, and twisting his curly beard between his fingers, Ossip gave a complacent click of his tongue, and continued measuredly, and with deliberation:


    “So he seized hold of the tench, and thrust it back into the cave. And as he turned to proceed through the forest he thought to himself: ‘Now I must keep my eyes about me.’ And suddenly, from somewhere (no one could have said where), a woman’s voice shrieked: ‘Elesi-a-ah! Elesia-ah!’”


    Here a tall, lanky Morduine named Leuka, with, as surname, Narodetz, a young fellow whose small eyes wore always an expression of astonishment, laid aside his axe, and stood gaping.


    “And from the cave a deep bass voice replied: ‘Elesi-a-ah!’ while at the same moment the tench sprang from the cave, and, champing its jaws, wriggled and wriggled back to the slough.”


    Here an old soldier named Saniavin, a morose man, a tippler, and a sufferer from asthma and an inexplicable grudge against life in general, croaked out:


    “How could your tench have wriggled across dry land if it was a fish?”


    “Can, for that matter, a fish speak?” was Ossip’s good-humoured retort.


    All of which inspired Mokei Budirin, a grey-headed muzhik of a cast of countenance canine in the prominence of his jaws and the recession of his forehead, and taciturn withal, though not otherwise remarkable, to give slow, nasal utterance to his favourite formula.


    “That is true enough,” he said.


    For never could anything be spoken of that was grim or marvellous or lewd or malicious, but Budirin at once re-echoed softly, but in a tone of unshakable conviction: “That is true enough.”


    Thereafter he would tap me on the breast with his hard and ponderous fist.


    Presently work again underwent an interruption through the fact that Yakov Boev, a man who possessed both a stammer and a squint, became similarly filled with a desire to tell us something about a fish. Yet from the moment that he began his narrative everyone declined to believe it, and laughed at his broken verbiage as, frequently invoking the Deity, and cursing, and brandishing his awl, and viciously swallowing spittle, he shouted amid general ridicule:


    “Once-once upon a time there lived a man. Yes, other folk before YOU have believed my tale. Indeed, it is no more than the truth that I’m going to tell you. Very well! Cackle away, and be damned!”


    Here everyone without exception dropped his work to shout with merriment and clap his hands: with the result that, doffing his cap, and thereby disclosing a silvered, symmetrically shaped head with one bald spot amid its one dark portion, Ossip was forced to shout severely:


    “Hi, you Budirin! You’ve had your say, and given us some fun, and there must be no more of it.”


    “But I had only just begun what I want to say,” the old soldier grumbled, spitting upon the palms of his hands.


    Next, Ossip turned to myself.


    “Inspector,” he began...


    It is my opinion that in thus hindering the men from work through his tale-telling, Ossip had some definite end in view. I could not say precisely what that end was, but it must have been the object either of cloaking his own laziness or of giving the men a rest. On the other hand, whenever the contractor was present he, Ossip, bore himself with humble obsequiousness, and continued to assume a guise of simplicity which none the less did not prevent him, on the advent of each Saturday, from inducing his employer to bestow a pourboire upon the artel.


    And though this same Ossip was an artelui, and a director of the artel, his senior co-members bore him no affection, but, rather, looked upon him as a wag or trifler, and treated him as of no importance. And, similarly, the younger members of the artel liked well enough to listen to his tales, but declined to take him seriously, and, in some cases, regarded him with ill-concealed, or openly expressed, distrust.


    Once the Morduine, a man of education with whom, on occasions, I held discussions on intimate subjects, replied to a question of mine on the subject of Ossip:


    “I scarcely know. Goodness alone knows! No, I do not know anything about him.”


    To which, after a pause, he added:


    “Once a fellow named Mikhailo, a clever fellow who is now dead, insulted Ossip by saying to him: ‘Do you call yourself a man? Why, regarded as a workman, you’re as lifeless as a doornail, while, seeing that you weren’t born to be a master, you’ll all your life continue chattering in corners, like a plummet swinging at the end of a string!’ Yes, and that was true enough.”


    Lastly, after another pause the Morduine concluded:


    “No matter. He is not such a bad sort.”


    My own position among these men was a position of some awkwardness, for, a young fellow of only fifteen, I had been appointed by the contractor, a distant relative of mine, to the task of superintending the expenditure of material. That is to say, I had to see to it that the carpenters did not make away with nails, or dispose of planks in return for drink. Yet all the time my presence was practically useless, seeing that the men stole nails as though I were not even in existence and strove to show me that among them I was a person too many, a sheer incubus, and seized every opportunity of giving me covert jogs with a beam, and similarly affronting me.


    This, of course, made my relations with them highly difficult, embarrassing, and irksome; and though moments occurred when I longed to say something that might ingratiate me, and endeavoured to effect an advance in that direction, the words always failed me at the necessary juncture, and I found myself lying crushed as before under a burdensome sense of the superfluity of my existence.


    Again, if ever I tried to make an entry as to some material which had been used, Ossip would approach me, and, for instance, say:


    “Is it jotted down, eh? Then let me look at it.”


    And, eyeing the notebook with a frown, he would add vaguely:


    “What a nice hand you write!” (He himself could write only in printing fashion, in the large scriptory characters of the Ecclesiastical Rubric, not in those of the ordinary kind.)


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


    “It is the word ‘Good.’”


    “‘Good’? But what a slip-knot of a thing! And what are those words THERE, on THAT line?”


    “They say, ‘Planks, 1 vershok by 9 arshini, 5.’”


    “No, six was the number used.”


    “No, five.”


    “Five? Why, the soldier broke one, didn’t he?”


    “Yes, but never mind — at least it wasn’t a plank that was wanted.”


    “Oh! Well, I may tell you that he took the two pieces to the tavern to get drink with.”


    Then, glancing into my face with his cornflower-blue eyes and quiet, quizzical smile, he would say without the least confusion as he twisted the ringlets of his beard:


    “Put down ‘6.’ And see here, young cockerel. The weather has turned wet and cold, and the work is hard, and sometimes folk need to have their spirits cheered and raised with a drop of liquor. So don’t you be too hard upon us, for God won’t think the more of you for being strict.”


    And as he thus talked to me in his slow and kindly, but semi-affected, fashion — bespattering me, as it were, with wordy sawdust — I would suddenly grow blind of an eye and silently show him the corrected figure.


    “That’s it — that’s right. And how fine the figure looks now, as it squats there like a merchant’s buxom, comely dame!”


    Then he would be seen triumphantly telling his mates of his success; then, I would find myself feeling acutely conscious of the fact that everyone was despising me for my complacence Yes, grown sick beyond endurance with a yearning for some thing which it could not descry, my fifteen-year-old heart would dissolve in a flood of mortified tears, and there would pass through my brain the despondent, aching thought:


    “Oh, what a sad, uncomfortable world is this! How should Ossip have known so well that I should not re-correct the 6 into a 5, or that I should not tell the contractor that the men have bartered a plank for liquor?”


    Again, there befell an occasion when the men stole two pounds’ weight of five vershok mandrels and bolts.


    “Look here,” I said to Ossip warningly. “I am going to report this.”


    “All right,” he agreed with a twitch of his grey eyebrows. “Though what such a trifle can matter I fail to see. Yes, go and report every mother’s son of them.”


    And to the men themselves he shouted:


    “Hi, boobies! Each of you now stands docked for some mandrels and bolts.”


    “Why?” was the old soldier’s grim inquiry.


    “Because you DO so stand,” carelessly retorted the other.


    With snarls thereafter, the men eyed me covertly, until I began to feel that very likely I should not do as I had threatened, and even that so to do might not be expedient.


    “But look here,” said I to Ossip. “I am going to give the contractor notice, and let all of you go to the devil. For if I were to remain with you much longer I too should become a thief.”


    Ossip stroked his beard awhile, and pondered. Then he seated himself beside me, and said in an undertone:


    “That is true.”


    “Well?”


    “But things are always so. The truth is that it’s time you departed. What sort of a watchman, of a checker, are you? In jobs of this kind what a man needs to know is the meaning of property. He needs to have in him the spirit of a dog, so that he shall look after his master’s stuff as he would look after the skin which his mother has put on to his own body. But you, you young puppy, haven’t the slightest notion of what property means. In fact, were anyone to go and tell Vasili Sergeitch about the way in which you keep letting us off, he’d give it you in the neck. Yes, you’re no good to him at all, but just an expense: whereas when a man serves a master he ought, do you understand, to be PROFITABLE to that master.”


    He rolled and handed me a cigarette.


    “Smoke this,” said he, “and perhaps it’ll make your brain work easier. If only you had been of a less awkward, uncomfortable nature, I should have said to you, ‘Go and join the priests; but, as things are, you aren’t the right sort for that — you’re too stiff and unbending, and would never make headway even with an abbot. No, you’re not the sort to play cards with. A monk is like a jackdaw — he chatters without knowing what he is chattering about, and pays no heed to the root of things, so busy is he with stuffing himself full with the grain. I say this to you with absolute earnestness, for I perceive you to be strange to our ways — a cuckoo that has blundered into the wrong nest.”


    And, doffing his cap, a gesture which he never failed to execute when he had something particularly important to say, he added humbly and sonorously as he glanced at the grey firmament:


    “In the sight of the Lord our ways are the ways of thieves, and such as will never gain of Him salvation.”


    “And that is true enough,” responded Mokei Budirin after the fashion of a clarionet.


    From that time forth, Ossip of the curly, silvered head, bright eyes, and shadowy soul became an object of agreeable interest for me. Indeed, there grew up between us a species of friendship, even though I could see that a civil bearing towards me in public was a thing that it hurt him to maintain. At all events, in the presence of others he avoided my glance, and his eyes, clear, unsullied, and fight blue in tint, wavered unsteadily, and his lips twitched and assumed an artificially unpleasant expression, while he uttered some such speech as:


    “Hi, you Makarei, see that you keep your eyes open, and cam your pay, or that pig of a soldier will be making away with more nails!”


    But at other times, when we were alone together, he would speak to me kindly and instructively, while his eyes would dance and gleam with a faint, grave, knowing smile, and dart blue rays direct into mine, while for my part, as I listened to his words, I took every one of them to be absolutely true and balanced, despite their strange delivery.


    “A man’s duty consists in being good,” I remarked on one occasion.


    “Yes, of course,” assented Ossip, though the next moment he veiled his eyes with a smile, and added in an undertone: “But what do you understand by the term ‘good’? In my opinion, unless virtue be to their advantage, folk spit upon that ‘goodness,’ that ‘honourableness,’ of yours. Hence, the better plan is to pay folk court, and be civil to them, and flatter and cajole every mother’s son of them. Yes, do that, and your ‘goodness’ will have a chance of bringing you in some return. Not that I do not say that to be ‘good,’ to be able to look your own ugly jowl in the face in a mirror, is pleasant enough; but, as I see the matter, it is all one to other people whether you be a cardsharper or a priest so long as you’re polite, and let down your neighbours lightly. That’s what they want.”


    For my part I never, at that period, grew weary of watching my fellows, for it was my constant idea that some day one of them would be able to raise me to a higher level, and to bring me to an understanding of this unintelligible and complicated existence of ours. Hence I kept asking myself the restless, the importunate question:


    “What precisely is the human soul?”


    Certain souls, I thought, existed which seemed like balls of copper, for, solid and immovable, they reflected things from their own point of view alone, in a dull and irregular and distorted fashion. And souls, I thought, existed which seemed as flat as mirrors, and, for all intents and purposes, had no existence at all.


    And in every case the human soul seemed formless, like a cloud, and as murkily mutable as an imitation opal, a thing which altered according to the colour of what adjoined it.


    Only as regarded the soul of the intelligent Ossip was I absolutely at a loss, absolutely unable to reach a conclusion.


    Pondering these and similar matters in my mind, I, on the day of which I speak, stood gazing at the river, and at the town under the hill, as I listened to the bells. Rearing themselves aloft like the organ pipes in my favourite Polish-Roman Catholic church, the steeples of the town had their crosses dimly sparkling as though the latter had been stars imprisoned in a murky sky. Yet it was as though those stars hoped eventually to ascend into the purer firmament above the wind-torn clouds that they sparkled; and as I stood watching the clouds glide onward, and momentarily efface with their shadows, the town’s multifarious hues, I marked the fact that although, whenever dark-blue cavities in their substance permitted the beams of the sun to illuminate the buildings below, those buildings’ roofs assumed tints of increased cheerfulness. The clouds seemed to glide the faster to veil the beams, while the humid shadows grew more opaque — and the scene darkened as though only for a moment had it assumed a semblance of joy.


    The buildings of the town (looking like heaps of muddy snow), the black, naked earth around those buildings, the trees in the gardens, the hummocks of piled-up soil, the dull grey glimmer of the window panes of the houses — all these things reminded me of winter, even though the misty breath of the northern spring was beginning to steal over the whole.


    Presently a young fellow with flaxen hair, a pendent underlip, and a tall, ungainly figure, by name Mishuk Diatlov, essayed to troll the stanza:


    “That morn to him the maiden came,

    To find his soul had fled.”


    
      
    


    Whereupon the old soldier shouted:


    “Hi, you! Have you forgotten the day?”


    And even Boev saw fit to take umbrage at the singing, and, threatening Diatlov with his fist, to rap out:


    “Ah, sobatchnia dusha!” [“Soul of a dog.”]


    “What a rude, rough, primitive lot we Russians are!” commented Ossip, seating himself atop of the icebreaker, and screwing up his eyes to measure its fall. “To speak plainly, we Russians are sheer barbarians. Once upon a time, I may tell you, an anchorite happened to be on his travels; and as the people came pressing around him, and kneeling to him, and tearfully beseeching him with the words, ‘Oh holy father, intercede for us with the wolves which are devouring our substance!’ he replied: ‘Ha! Are you, or are you not, Orthodox Christians? See that I assign you not to condign perdition!’ Yes, angry, in very truth he was. Nay, he even spat in the people’s faces. Yet in reality he was a kindly old man, for his eyes kept shedding tears equally with theirs.”


    Twenty sazheni below the icebreaker was a gang of barefooted sailors, engaged in hacking out the floes from under their barges; and as they shattered the brittle, greyish-blue crust on the river, the mattocks rang out, and the sharp blades of the icecutters gleamed as they thrust the broken fragments under the surface. Meanwhile, there could be heard a bubbling of water, and the sound of rivulets trickling down to the sandy margin of the river. And similarly among our own gang was there audible a scraping of planes, and a screeching of saws, and a clattering of iron braces as they were driven into the smooth yellow wood, while through all the web of these sounds there ran the ceaseless song of the bells, a song so softened by distance as to thrill the soul, much as though dingy, burdensome labour were holding revel in honour of spring, and calling upon the latter to spread itself over the starved, naked surface of the gradually thawing ground.


    At this point someone shouted hoarsely:


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


    And from the bank someone bawled in reply:


    “Where IS he?”


    “In the tavern. That is where you must go and look for him.”


    And as they made themselves heard, the voices floated up turgidly into the sodden air, spread themselves over the river’s mournful void, and died away.


    Meanwhile our men worked with industry and speed, but not without a fault or two, for their thoughts were fixed upon the town and its washhouses and churches. And particularly restless was Sashok Diatlov, a man whose hair, as flaxen as that of his brother, seemed to have been boiled in lye. At intervals, glancing up-river, this well-built, sturdy young fellow would say softly to his brother:


    “It’s cracking now, eh?”


    And, certainly, the ice had “moved” two nights ago, so that since yesterday morning the river watchmen had refused to permit horsed vehicles to cross, and only a few beadlike pedestrians now were making their way along the marked-out ice paths, while, as they proceeded, one could hear the water slapping against the planks as the latter bent under the travellers’ weight.


    “Yes, it IS cracking,” at length Mishuk replied with a hoist of his ginger eyebrows.


    Ossip too scanned the river from under his hand. Then he said to Mishuk:


    “Pah! It is the dry squeak of the planes in your own hand that you keep hearing, so go on with your work, you son of a beldame. And as for you, Inspector, do you help me to speed up the men instead of burying your nose in your notebook.”


    By this time there remained only two more hours for work, and the arch of the icebreaker had been wholly sheathed in butter-tinted scantlings, and nothing required to be added to it save the great iron braces. Unfortunately, Boev and Saniavin, the men who had been engaged upon the task of cutting out the sockets for the braces, had worked so amiss, and run their lines so straight, that, when it came to the point, the arms of the braces refused to sink properly into the wood.


    “Oh, you cock-eyed fool of a Morduine!” shouted Ossip, smiting his fist against the side of his cap. “Do you call THAT sort of thing work?”


    At this juncture there came from somewhere on the bank a seemingly exultant shout of:


    “Ah! NOW it’s giving way!”


    And almost at the same moment, there stole over the river a sort of rustle, a sort of quiet crunching which made the projecting pine branches quiver as though they were trying to catch at something, while, shouldering their mattocks, the barefooted sailors noisily hastened aboard their barges with the aid of rope ladders.


    And then curious indeed was it to see how many people suddenly came into view on the river — to see how they appeared to issue from below the very ice itself, and, hurrying to and fro like jackdaws startled by the shot of a gun, to dart hither and thither, and to seize up planks and boathooks, and to throw them down again, and once more to seize them up.


    “Put the tools together,” Ossip shouted. “And look alive there, and make for the bank.”


    “Aye, and a fine Easter Day it will be for us on THAT bank!” growled Sashok.


    Meanwhile, it was the river rather than the town that seemed to be motionless — the latter had begun, as it were, to quiver and reel, and, with the hill above it, to appear to be gliding slowly up stream, even as the grey, sandy bank some ten sazheni from us was beginning to grow tremulous, and to recede.


    “Run, all of you!” shouted Ossip, giving me a violent push as he did so. Then to myself in particular he added: “Why stand gaping there?”


    This caused a keen sense of danger to strike home in my heart, and to make my feet feel as though already the ice was escaping their tread. So, automatically picking themselves up, those feet started to bear my body in the direction of a spot on the sandy bank where the winter-stripped branches of a willow tree were writhing, and whither there were betaking themselves also Boev, the old soldier, Budirin, and the brothers Diatlov. Meanwhile the Morduine ran by my side, cursing vigorously as he did so, and Ossip followed us, walking backwards.


    “No, no, Narodetz,” he said.


    “But, my good Ossip—”


    “Never mind. What has to be, has to be.”


    “But, as likely as not, we may remain stuck here for two days!”


    “Never mind even if we DO remain stuck here.”


    “But what of the festival?”


    “It will have, for this year at least, to be kept without you.”


    Seating himself on the sand, the old soldier lit his pipe and growled:


    “What cowards you all are! The bank was only fifteen sazheni from us, yet you ran as though possessed!”


    “With you yourself as leader,” put in Mokei.


    The old soldier took no notice, but added:


    “What were you all afraid of? Once upon a time Christ Himself, Our Little Father, died.”


    “And rose again,” muttered the Morduine with a tinge of resentment. Which led Boev to exclaim:


    “Puppy, hold your tongue! What right have you to air your opinions?”


    “Besides, this is Good Friday, not Easter Day,” the old soldier concluded with severe, didactical mien.


    In a gap of blue between the clouds there was shining the March sun, and everywhere the ice was sparkling as though in derision of ourselves. Shading his eyes, Ossip gazed at the dissolving river, and said:


    “Yes, it IS rising — but that will not last for long.”


    “No, but long enough to make us miss the festival,” grumbled Sashok.


    Upon this the smooth, beardless face of the youthful Morduine, a face dark and angular like the skin of an unpeeled potato, assumed a resentful frown, and, blinking his eyes, he muttered:


    “Yes, here we may have to sit — here where there’s neither food nor money! Other folk will be enjoying themselves, but we shall have to remain hugging our hungry stomachs like a pack of dogs!”


    Meanwhile Ossip’s eyes had remained fixed upon the river, for evidently his thoughts were far away, and it was in absentminded fashion that he replied:


    “Hunger cannot be considered where necessity impels. By the way, what use are our damned icebreakers? For the protection of barges and such? Why, the ice hasn’t the sense to care. It just goes sliding over a barge, and farewell is the word to THAT bit of property!”


    “Damn it, but none of us have a barge for property, have we?


    “You had better go and talk to a fool.”


    “The truth is that the icebreaker ought to have been taken in hand sooner.”


    Finally, the old soldier made a queer grimace, and ejaculated:


    “Blockhead!”


    From a barge a knot of sailors shouted something, and at the same moment the river sent forth a sort of whiff of cruel chilliness and brooding calm. The disposition of the pine boughs now had changed. Nay, everything in sight was beginning to assume a different air, as though everything were charged with tense expectancy.


    One of the younger men asked diffidently, beneath his breath:


    “Mate Ossip, what are we going to do?”


    “What do you say?” Ossip queried absent-mindedly.


    “I say, what are we going to do? Just to sit here?”


    To this Boev responded, with loud, nasal derision in his tone:


    “Yes, my lad, for the Lord has seen fit to prevent you from participating in His most holy festival.”


    And the old soldier, in support of his mate, extended his pipe towards the river, and muttered with a grin:


    “You want to cross to the town, do you? Well, be off with you, and though the ice may give way beneath your feet and drown you, at least you’ll be taken to the police station, and so get to your festival. For that’s what you want, I suppose?”


    “True enough,” Mokei re-echoed.


    Then the sun went in, and the river grew darker, while the town stood out more clearly. Ceaselessly, the younger men gazed towards the town with wistful, gloomy eyes, though silently they remained where they were.


    Similarly, I myself was beginning to find things irksome and uncomfortable, as always happens when a number of companions are thinking different thoughts, and contain in themselves none of that unity of will which alone can join men into a direct, uniform force. Rather, I felt as though I could gladly leave my companions and start out upon the ice alone.


    Suddenly Ossip recovered his faculties. Rising, then doffing his cap and making the sign of the cross in the direction of the town, he said with a quiet, simple, yet somehow authoritative, air:


    “Very well, my mates. Go in peace, and may the Lord go with you!”


    “But whither?” asked Sashok, leaping to his feet. “To the town?”


    “Whither else?”


    The old soldier was the only one not to rise, and with conviction he remarked:


    “It will result but in our getting drowned.”


    “Then stay where you are.”


    Ossip glanced around the party. Then he continued:


    “Bestir yourselves! Look alive!”


    Upon which all crowded together, and Boev, thrusting the tools into a hole in the bank, groaned:


    “The order ‘go’ has been given, so go we MUST, well though a man in receipt of such an order might ask himself, ‘How is it going to be done?’”


    Ossip seemed, in some way, to have grown younger and more active, while the habitually shy, though good-humoured, expression of his countenance was gone from his ruddy features, and his darkened eyes had assumed an air of stern activity. Nay, even his indolent, rolling gait had disappeared, and in his step there was more firmness, more assurance, than had ever before been the case.


    “Let every man take a plank,” he said, “and hold it in front of him. Then, should anyone fall in (which God forbid!), the plank-ends will catch upon the ice to either side of him, and hold him up. Also, every man must avoid cracks in the ice. Yes, and is there a rope handy? Here, Narodetz! Reach me that spirit-level. Is everyone ready? I will walk first, and next there must come — well, which is the heaviest? — you, soldier, and then Mokei, and then the Morduine, and then Boev, and then Mishuk, and then Sashok, and then Makarei, the lightest of all. And do you all take off your caps before starting, and say a prayer to the Mother of God. Ha! Here is Old Father Sun coming out to greet us.”


    Readily did the men bare their tousled grey or flaxen heads as momentarily the sun glanced through a bank of thin white vapour before again concealing himself, as though averse to arousing any false hopes.


    “Now!” sharply commanded Ossip in his new-found voice. “And may God go with us! Watch my feet, and don’t crowd too much upon one another, but keep each at a sazhen’s distance or more — in fact, the more the better. Yes, come, mates!”


    With which, stuffing his cap into his bosom, and grasping the spirit-level in his hands, Ossip set foot upon the ice with a sliding, cautious, shuffling gait. At the same moment, there came from the bank behind us a startled cry of:


    “Where are you off to, you fools?”


    “Never mind,” said Ossip to ourselves. “Come along with you, and don’t stand staring.”


    “You blockheads!” the voice repeated. “You had far better return.”


    “No, no! come on!” was Ossip’s counter-command. “And as you move think of God, or you’ll never find yourselves among the invited guests at His holy festival of Eastertide.”


    Next Ossip sounded a police whistle, which act led the old soldier to exclaim:


    “Oh, that’s the way, mate! Good! Yes, you know what to do. Now notice will have been given to the police on the further bank, and, if we’re not drowned, we shall find ourselves clapped in gaol when we get there. However, I’m not responsible.”


    In spite of this remonstrance, Ossip’s sturdy voice drew his companions after him as though they had been tied to a rope.


    “Watch your feet carefully,” once more he cried.


    Our line of march was directed obliquely, and in the opposite direction to the current. Also, I, as the rearmost of the party, found it pleasant to note how the wary little Ossip of the silvery head went looping over the ice with the deftness of a hare, and practically no raising of the feet, while behind him there trailed, in wild-goose fashion, and as though tied to a single invisible string, six dark and undulating figures the shadows of which kept making themselves visible on the ice, from those figures’ feet to points indefinitely remote. And as we proceeded, all of us kept our heads lowered as though we had been descending from a mountain in momentary fear of a false step.


    Also, though the shouting in our rear kept growing in volume, and we could tell that by this time a crowd had gathered, not a word could we distinguish, but only a sort of ugly din.


    In time our cautious march became for me a mere, mechanical, wearisome task, for on ordinary occasions it was my custom to maintain a pace of greater rapidity. Thus, eventually I sank into the semiconscious condition amid which the soul turns to vacuity, and one no longer thinks of oneself, but, on the contrary issues from one’s personality, and begins to see objects with unwonted clarity, and to hear sounds with unwonted precision. Under my feet the seams in the blue-grey, leaden ice lay full of water, while as for the ice itself, it was blinding in its expansive glitter, even though in places it had come to be either cracked or bulbous, or had ground itself into powder with its own movement, or had become heaped into slushy hummocks of pumice-like sponginess and the consistency of broken glass. And everywhere around me I could discern the chilly, gaping smile of blue crevices which caught at my feet, and rendered the tread of my boot-soles unstable. And ever, as we marched, could the voices of Boev and the old soldier be heard speaking in antiphony, like two pipes being fluted by one and the same pair of lips.


    “I won’t be responsible,” said the one voice.


    “Nor I,” responded the other.


    “The only reason why I have come is that I was told to do so. That’s all about it.”


    “Yes, and the same with me.”


    “One man gives an order, and another man, perhaps a man a thousand times more sensible than he, is forced to obey it.”


    “Is any man, in these days, sensible, seeing what a racket we have to live among?”


    By this time Ossip had tucked the skirts of his greatcoat into his belt, while beneath those skirts his legs (clad in grey cloth gaiters of a military pattern) were shuffling along as lightly and easily as springs, and in a manner that suggested that there was turning and twisting in front of him some person whom, though desirous of barring to him the direct course, the shortest route, Ossip successfully opposed and evaded by dint of dodges and deviations to right and left, and occasional turns about, and the execution of dance steps and loops and semicircles. Meanwhile in the tones of Ossip’s voice there was a soft, musical ring that struck agreeably upon the ear, and harmonised to admiration with the song of the bells just when we were approaching the middle of the river’s breadth of four hundred sazheni. There resounded over the surface of the ice a vicious rustle while a piece of ice slid from under my feet. Stumbling, and powerless to retain my footing, I blundered down upon my knees in helpless astonishment; and then, as I glanced upstream, fear gripped at my throat, deprived me of speech, and darkened all my vision. For the whole substance of the grey ice-core had come to life and begun to heave itself upwards! Yes, the hitherto level surface was thrusting forth sharp angular ridges, and the air seemed full of a strange sound like the trampling of some heavy being over broken glass.


    With a quiet trickle there came a swirl of water around me, while an adjacent pine bough cracked and squeaked as though it too had come to life. My companions shouted, and collected into a knot; whereupon, at once dominating and quelling the tense, painful hubbub of sounds, there rang forth the voice of Ossip.


    “Mother of God!” he shouted. “Scatter, lads! Get away from one another, and keep each to himself! Now! Courage!”


    With that, springing towards us as though wasps had been after him, and grasping the spirit-level as though it had been a weapon, he jabbed it to every side, as though fighting invisible foes, while, just as the quivering town began, seemingly, to glide past us, and the ice at my feet gave a screech and crumbled to fragments beneath me, so that water bubbled to my knees. I leapt up from where I was, and rushed blindly in Ossip’s direction.


    “Where are you coming to, fool?” was his shout as he brandished the spirit-level. “Stand still where you are!”


    Indeed, Ossip seemed no longer to be Ossip at all, but a person curiously younger, a person in whom all that had been familiar in Ossip had become effaced. Yes, the once blue eyes had turned to grey, and the figure added half an arshin to its stature as, standing as erect as a newly made nail, and pressing both feet together, the foreman stretched himself to his full height, and shouted with his mouth open to its widest extent:


    “Don’t shuffle about, nor crowd upon one another, or I’ll break your heads!”


    Whereafter, of myself in particular, he inquired as he raised the spirit-level:


    “What is the matter with YOU, pray?”


    “I am feeling frightened,” I muttered in response.


    “Feeling frightened of WHAT, indeed?”


    “Of being drowned.”


    “Pooh! Just you hold your tongue.”


    Yet the next moment he glanced at me, and added in a gentler, quieter tone:


    “None but a fool gets drowned. Pick yourself up and come along.”


    Then once more he shouted full-throated words of encouragement to his men; and as he did so, his chest swelled and his head rocked with the effort.


    Yet, crackling and cracking, the ice was breaking up; and soon it began slowly to bear us past the town. ’Twas as though some unknown force ashore had awakened, and was striving to tear the banks of the river in two, so much did the portion of the landscape downstream seem to be standing still while the portion level with us seemed to be receding in the opposite direction, and thus causing a break to take place in the middle of the picture.


    And soon this movement, a movement agonisingly slow, deprived me of my sense of being connected with the rest of the world, until, as the whole receded, despair again gripped my heart and unnerved my limbs. Roseate clouds were gliding across the sky and causing stray fragments of the ice, which, seemingly, yearned to engulf me, to assume reflected tints of a similar hue. Yes, it was as though the birth of spring had reawakened the universe, and was causing it to stretch itself, and to emit deep, hurried, broken pants that cracked its bones as the river, embedded in the earth’s stout framework, revivified the whole with thick, turbulent, ebullient blood.


    And this sense of littleness, of impotence amid the calm, assured movement of the earth’s vast bulk, weighed upon my soul, and evoked, and momentarily fanned to flame in me, the shameless human question: “What if I should stretch forth my hand and lay it upon the hill and the banks of the river, and say, ‘Halt until I come to you!’?”


    Meanwhile the bells continued the mournful moaning of their resonant, coppery notes; and that moaning led me to reflect that within two days (on the night of the morrow) they would be pealing a joyous welcome to the Resurrection Feast.


    “Oh that all of us may live to hear that sound!” was my unspoken thought.


    Before my vision there kept quavering seven dark figures — figures shuffling over the ice, and brandishing planks like oars. And, wriggling like a lamprey in front of them was a little old fellow, an old fellow resembling Saint Nicholas the Wonder-Worker, an old fellow who kept crying softly, but authoritatively:


    “Do not stare about you!”


    And ever the river was growing rougher and ruder; ever its backbone was beginning to puiver and flounder like a whale underfoot, with its liquescent body of cold, grey, murky water bursting with increasing frequency from its shell of ice, and lapping hungrily at our feet.


    Yes, we were human beings traversing, as it were, a slender pole over a bottomless abyss; and as we walked, the water’s soft, cantabile splash set me in mind of the depths below, of the infinite time during which a body would continue sinking through dense, chilly bulk until sight faded and the heart stopped beating. Yes, before my mind’s eye there arose men drowned and devoured by crayfish, men with crumbling skulls and swollen features, and glassy, bulging eyes and puffy hands and outstretched fingers and palms of which the skin had rotted off with the damp.


    The first to fall in was Mokei Budirin. He had been walking next ahead of the Morduine, and, as a man habitually silent and absorbed, proceeding on his way more quietly than the rest. Suddenly something had seemed to catch at his legs, and he had disappeared until only his head and his hands, as the latter clutched at his plank, had been left above-level.


    “Run and help him, somebody!” was Ossip’s instant cry. “Yes, but not all of you — just one or two. Help him I say!”


    The spluttering Mokei, however, said to the Morduine and myself:


    “No; do you move away, mates, for I shall best help myself. Never you mind.”


    And, sure enough, he did succeed in drawing himself out on to the ice without assistance. Whereafter he remarked as he shook himself:


    “A nice pickle, this, to be in! I might as well have been drowned!”


    And, in fact, at the moment he looked, with his chattering teeth and great tongue licking a dripping moustache, precisely like a large, good-natured dog.


    Then I remembered how, a month earlier, he had accidentally driven the blade of his axe through the joint of his left thumb, and, merely picking up the white fragment of flesh with the nail turning blue, and scanning it with his unfathomable eyes, had remarked, as though it was he himself that had been at fault:


    “How often before I have injured that thumb, I could not say. And when once I dislocated it, I went on working with it longer than was right.... Now I will go and bury it.”


    With which, carefully wrapping up the fragment in some shavings, he had thrust the whole into his pocket, and bandaged the wounded hand.


    Similarly, after that, did Boev, the man next in order behind Mokei, contrive to wrest himself from the grasp of the ice, though, on immersion, he started bawling, “Mates, I shall drown! I am dead already! Help me, help me!” and became so cramped with terror as to be extricated only with great difficulty, while amid the general confusion the Morduine too nearly slipped into the water.


    “A narrow shave of saying Vespers tonight with the devils in Hell!” he remarked as he clambered back, and stood grinning with an even more angular and attenuated appearance than usual.


    The next moment Boev achieved a second plunge, and screamed, as before, for help.


    “Don’t shout, you goat of a Yashka!” Ossip exclaimed as he threatened him with the spirit-level. “Why scare people? I’ll give it you! Look here, lads. Let every man take off his belt and turn out his pockets. Then he’ll walk lighter.”


    Toothed jaws gaped and crunched at us at every step, and vomited thick spittle; at every tenth step their keen blue fangs reached for our lives. Meanwhile, the soaked condition of our boots and clothes had rendered us as slimy as though smeared with paste. Also, it so weighed us down as to hinder any active movement, and to cause each step to be taken cautiously, slowly, silently, and with ponderous diffidence.


    Yet, soaked though we were, Ossip might verily have known the number of cracks in advance, so smooth and harelike was his progress from floe to floe as at intervals he faced about, watched us, and cried sonorously:


    “That’s the way to do it, eh?”


    Yes, he absolutely played with the river, and though it kept catching at his diminutive form, he always evaded it, circumvented its movements, and avoided its snares. Nay, capable even of directing its trend did he seem, and of thrusting under our feet only the largest and firmest floes.


    “Lads, there is no need to be downhearted,” he would cry at intervals.


    “Ah, that brave Ossip!” the Morduine once ejaculated. “In very truth is he a man, and no mistake! Just look at him!”


    The closer we approached the further shore, the thinner and the more brittle did the ice become, and the more liable we to break through it. By this time the town had nearly passed us, and we were bidding fair to be carried out into the Volga, where the ice would still be sound, and, as likely as not, draw us under itself.


    “By your leave, we are going to be drowned,” the Morduine murmured as he glanced at the blue shadow of eventide on our left.


    And simultaneously, as though compassionating our lot, a large floe grounded upon the bank, glided upwards with a cracking and a crashing, and there held fast!


    “Run, all of you!” came a furious shout from Ossip. “Hurry up, now! Put your very best legs foremost!”


    For myself, as I sprang upon the floe I lost my footing, and, falling headlong and remaining seated on the hither end of the floe amid a shower of spray, saw five of my seven comrades rush past, pushing and jostling, as they made for the shore. But presently the Morduine turned and halted beside me, with the intention of rendering Ossip assistance.


    “Run, you young fools!” the latter exclaimed. “Come! Be off with you!”


    Somehow in his face there was now a livid, uncertain air, while his eyes had lost their fire, and his mouth was curiously agape.


    “No, mate. Do YOU get up,” was my counter-adjuration.


    “Unfortunately, I have hurt my leg,” he replied with his head bent down. “In fact, I am not sure that I can get up.”


    However, we contrived to raise him and carry him ashore with an arm of his resting on each of our necks. Meanwhile he growled with chattering teeth:


    “Aha, you river devils! Drown me if you can! But I’ve not given you a chance, the Lord be thanked! Hi, look out! The ice won’t bear the three of us. Mind how you step, and choose places where the ice is bare of snow. There it’s firmer. No, a better plan still would be to leave me where I am.”


    Next, with a frowning scrutiny of my face, he inquired:


    “That notebook of our misdeeds — hasn’t it had a wetting and got done for?”


    That very moment, as we stepped from the stranded floe (in grounding, it had crushed and shattered a small boat), such part of it as lay in the water gave a loud crack, and, swaying to and fro, and emitting a gurgling sound, floated clear of the rest.


    “Ah!” was the Morduine’s quizzical comment. “YOU knew well enough what needed to be done.”


    Wet, and chilled to the bone, though relieved in spirit, we stepped ashore to find a crowd of townspeople in conversation with Boev and the old soldier. And as we deposited our charge under the lea of a pile of logs he shouted cheerfully:


    “Mates, Makarei’s notebook is done for, soaked through!” And since the notebook in question was weighing upon my breast like a brick, I pulled it out unseen, and hurled it far into the river with a plop like that of a frog.


    As for the Diatlovs, they lost no time in setting out in search of vodka in the tavern on the hill, and slapped one another on the back as they ran, and could be heard shouting, “Hurrah, hurrah!”


    Upon this, a tall old man with the beard of an apostle and the eyes of a brigand muttered:


    “Infidels, why disturb peaceful folk like this? You ought to be thrashed!”


    Whereupon Boev, who was changing his clothes, retorted:


    “What do you mean by ‘disturb’?”


    “Besides,” put in the old soldier, “even though we are Christians like yourself, we might as well have been drowned for all that you did to help us.”


    “What could we have done?”


    Meanwhile Ossip had remained lying on the ground with one leg stretched out at full length, and tremulous hands fumbling at his greatcoat as under his breath he muttered:


    “Holy Mother, how wet I am! My clothes, though I have only worn them a year, are ruined for ever!”


    Moreover, he seemed now to have shrunken again in stature — to have become crumpled up like a man run over. Indeed, as he lay he seemed actually to be melting, so continuously was his bulk decreasing in size.


    But suddenly he raised himself to a sitting posture, groaned, and exclaimed in high-pitched, wrathful accents:


    “May the devil take you all! Be off with you to your washhouses and churches! Yes, be off, for it seems that, as God couldn’t keep His holy festival without you, I’ve had to stand within an ace of death and to spoil my clothes-yes, all that you fellows should be got out of your fix!”


    Nevertheless, the men merely continued taking off their boots, and wringing out their clothes, and conversing with sundry gasps and grunts with the bystanders. So presently Ossip resumed:


    “What are you thinking of, you fools? The washhouse is the best place for you, for if the police get you, they’ll soon find you a lodging, and no mistake!”


    One of the townspeople put in officiously:


    “Aye, aye. The police have been sent for.”


    And this led Boev to exclaim to Ossip:


    “Why pretend like that?”


    “Pretend? I?”


    “Yes — you.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean that it was you who egged us on to cross the river.”


    “You say that it was I?”


    “I do.”


    “Indeed?”


    “Aye,” put in Budirin quietly, but incisively. And him the Morduine supported by saying in a sullen undertone:


    “It was you, mate. By God it was. It would seem that you have forgotten.”


    “Yes, you started all this business,” the old soldier corroborated, in dour, ponderous accents.


    “Forgotten, indeed? HE?” was Boev’s heated exclamation.


    “How can you say such a thing? Well, let him not try to shift the responsibility on to others — that’s all! WE’LL see, right enough, that he goes through with it!”


    To this Ossip made no reply, but gazed frowningly at his dripping, half-clad men.


    All at once, with a curious outburst of mingled smiles and tears (it would be hard to say which), he shrugged his shoulders, threw up his hands, and muttered:


    “Yes, it IS true. If it please you, it was I that contrived the idea.”


    “Of COURSE it was!” the old soldier cried triumphantly.


    Ossip turned his eyes again to where the river was seething like a bowl of porridge, and, letting his eyes fall with a frown, continued:


    “In a moment of forgetfulness I did it. Yet how is it that we were not all drowned? Well, you wouldn’t understand even if I were to tell you. No, by God, you wouldn’t!... Don’t be angry with me, mates. Pardon me for the festival’s sake, for I am feeling uneasy of mind. Yes, I it was that egged you on to cross the river, the old fool that I was!”


    “Aha!” exclaimed Boev. “But, had I been drowned, what should you have said THEN?”


    In fact, by this time Ossip seemed conscious to the full of the futility and the senselessness of what he had done: and in his state of sliminess, as he sat nodding his head, picking at the sand, looking at no one, and emitting a torrent of remorseful words, he reminded me strongly of a new-born calf.


    And as I watched him I thought to myself:


    “Where now is the leader of men who could draw his fellows in his train with so much care and skill and authority?”


    And into my soul there trickled an uneasy sense of something lacking. Seating myself beside Ossip (for I desired still to retain a measure of my late impression of him), I said to him in an undertone:


    “Soon you will be all right again.”


    With a sideways glance he muttered in reply, as he combed his beard:


    “Well, you saw what happened just now. Always do things so happen.”


    While for the benefit of the men he added:


    “That was a good jest of mine, eh?”


    The summit of the hill which lay crouching, like a great beast, on the brink of the river was standing out clearly against the fast darkening sky; while a clump of trees thereon had grown black, and everywhere blue shadows of the spring eventide were coming into view, and looming between the housetops where the houses lay pressed like scabs against the hill’s opaque surface, and peering from the moist, red jaws of the ravine which, gaping towards the river, seemed as though it were stretching forth for a draught of water.


    Also, by now the rustling and crunching of the ice on the similarly darkening river was beginning to assume a deeper note, and at times a floe would thrust one of its extremities into the bank as a pig thrusts its snout into the earth, and there remain motionless before once more beginning to sway, tearing itself free, and floating away down the river as another such floe glided into its place.


    And ever more and more swiftly was the water rising, and washing away soil from the bank, and spreading a thick sediment over the dark blue surface of the river. And as it did so, there resounded in the air a strange noise as of chewing and champing, a noise as though some huge wild animal were masticating, and licking itself with its great long tongue.


    And still there continued to come from the town the melancholy, distance-softened, sweet-toned song of the bells.


    Presently, the brothers Diatlov appeared descending from the hill with bottles in their hands, and sporting like a couple of joyous puppies, while to intercept them there could be seen advancing along the bank of the river a grey-coated police sergeant and two black-coated constables.


    “Oh Lord!” groaned Ossip as he rubbed his knee.


    As for the townsfolk, they had no love for the police, so hastened to withdraw to a little distance, where they silently awaited the officers’ approach. Before long the sergeant, a little, withered sort of a fellow with diminutive features and a sandy, stubby moustache, called out in gruff, stern, hoarse, laboured accents:


    “So here you are, you rascals!”


    Ossip prised himself up from the ground with his elbow, and said hurriedly:


    “It was I that contrived the idea of the thing, your Excellency; but, pray let me off in honour of the festival.”


    “What do you say, you — ?” the sergeant began, but his bluster was lost amid the swift flow of Ossip’s further conciliatory words.


    “We are folk of this town,” Ossip continued, “who tonight found ourselves stranded on the further bank, with nothing to buy bread with, even though the day after tomorrow will be Christ’s day, the day when Christians like ourselves wish to clean themselves up a little, and to go to church. So I said to my mates, ‘Be off with you, my good fellows, and may God send that no mishap befall you!’ And for this presumptuousness of mine I have been punished already, for, as you can see, have as good as broken my leg.”


    “Yes,” ejaculated the sergeant grimly. “But if you had been drowned, what then?”


    Ossip sighed wearily.


    “What then, do you say, your Excellency? Why, then, nothing, with your permission.”


    This led the officer to start railing at the culprit, while the crowd listened as silently and attentively as though he had been saying something worthy to be heard and heeded, rather than foully and cynically miscalling their mothers.


    Lastly, our names having been noted, the police withdrew, while each of us drank a dram of vodka (and thereby gained a measure of warmth and comfort), and then began to make for our several homes. Ossip followed the police with derisive eyes; whereafter, he leapt to his feet with a nimble, adroit movement, and crossed himself with punctilious piety.


    “That’s all about it, thank God!” he exclaimed.


    “What?” sniggered Boev, now both disillusioned and astonished. “Do you really mean to say that that leg of yours is better already? Or do you mean that it never was injured at all?”


    “Ah! So you wish that it HAD been injured, eh?”


    “The rascal of a Petrushka!” the other exclaimed.


    “Now,” commanded Ossip, “do all of you be off, mates.” And with that he pulled his wet cap on to his head.


    I accompanied him — walking a little behind the rest. As he limped along, he said in an undertone-said kindly — and as though he were communicating a secret known only to himself:


    “Whatsoever one may do, and whithersoever one may turn, one will find that life cannot be lived without a measure of fraud and deceit. For that is what life IS, Makarei, the devil fly away with it!... I suppose you’re making for the hill? Well, I’ll keep you company.”


    Darkness had fallen, but at a certain spot some red and yellow lamps, lamps the beams of which seemed to be saying, “Come up hither!” were shining through the obscurity.


    Meanwhile, as we proceeded in the direction of the bells that were ringing on the hill, rivulets of water flowed with a murmur under our feet, and Ossip’s kindly voice kept mingling with their sound.


    “See,” he continued, “how easily I befooled that sergeant! That is how things have to be done, Makarei — one has to keep folk from knowing one’s business, yet to make them think that they are the chief persons concerned, and the persons whose wit has put the cap on the whole.”


    Yet as I listened to his speech, while supporting his steps, I could make little of it.


    Nor did I care to make very much of it, for I was of a simple and easygoing nature. And though at the moment I could not have told whether I really liked Ossip, I would still have followed his lead in any direction — yes, even across the river again, though the ice had been giving way beneath me.


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


    “Ah, many times may I thus walk to greet the spring!”


    While Ossip said with a sigh:


    “The human soul is a winged thing. Even in sleep it flies.”


    
      

    


    A winged thing? Yes, and a thing of wonder.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    GUBIN


    
      
    


    The place where I first saw him was a tavern wherein, ensconced in the chimney-corner, and facing a table, he was exclaiming stutteringly, “Oh, I know the truth about you all! Yes, I know the truth about you!” while standing in a semicircle in front of him, and unconsciously rendering him more and more excited with their sarcastic interpolations, were some tradesmen of the superior sort — five in number. One of them remarked indifferently:


    “How should you NOT know the truth about us, seeing that you do nothing but slander us?”


    Shabby, in fact in rags, Gubin at that moment reminded me of a homeless dog which, having strayed into a strange street, has found itself held up by a band of dogs of superior strength, and, seized with nervousness, is sitting back on its haunches and sweeping the dust with its tail; and, with growls, and occasional barings of its fangs, and sundry barkings, attempting now to intimidate its adversaries, and now to conciliate them. Meanwhile, having perceived the stranger’s helplessness and insignificance, the native pack is beginning to moderate its attitude, in the conviction that, though continued maintenance of dignity is imperative, it is not worthwhile to pick a quarrel so long as an occasional yelp be vented in the stranger’s face.


    “To whom are you of any use?” one of the tradesmen at length inquired.


    “Not a man of us but may be of use.”


    “To whom, then?”...


    I had long since grown familiar with tavern disputes concerning verities, and not infrequently seen those disputes develop into open brawls; but never had I permitted myself to be drawn into their toils, or to be set wandering amid their tangles like a blind man negotiating a number of hillocks. Moreover, just before this encounter with Gubin, I had arrived at a dim surmise that when such differences were carried to the point of madness and bloodshed. Really, they constituted an expression of the unmeaning, hopeless, melancholy life that is lived in the wilder and more remote districts of Russia — of the life that is lived on swampy banks of dingy rivers, and in our smaller and more God-forgotten towns. For it would seem that in such places men have nothing to look for, nor any knowledge of how to look for anything; wherefore, they brawl and shout in vain attempts to dissipate despondency....


    I myself was sitting near Gubin, but on the other side of the table. Yet, this was not because his outbursts and the tradesmen’s retorts thereto were a pleasure to listen to, since to me both the one and the other seemed about as futile as beating the air.


    “To whom are YOU of use?”


    “To himself every man can be useful.”


    “But what good can one do oneself?”...


    The windows of the tavern were open, while in the pendent, undulating cloud of blue smoke that the flames of the lamps emitted, those lamps looked like so many yellow pitchers floating amid the waters of a stagnant pond. Out of doors there was brooding the quiet of an August night, and not a rustle, not a whisper was there to be heard. Hence, as numbed with melancholy, I gazed at the inky heavens and limpid stars I thought to myself:


    “Surely, never were the sky and the stars meant to look down upon a life like this, a life like this?”


    Suddenly someone said with the subdued assurance of a person reading aloud from a written document:


    “Unless the peasants of Kubarovo keep a watch upon their timber lands, the sun will fire them tomorrow, and then the Birkins’ forest also will catch alight.”


    For a moment the dispute died down. Then, as it were cleaving the silence, a voice said stutteringly:


    “Who cares about the significance of the word ‘truth’?”


    And the words — heavy, jumbled, and clumsy — filled me with despondent reflections. Then again the voices rose — this time in louder and more venomous accents, and with their din recalled to me, by some accident, the foolish lines:


    The gods did give men water

    To wash in, and to drink;

    Yet man has made it but a pool

    In which his woes to sink.


    
      
    


    Presently I moved outside and, seating myself on the steps of the veranda, fell to contemplating the dull, blurred windows of the Archpriest’s house on the other side of the square, and to watching how black shadows kept flitting to and fro behind their panes as the faint, lugubrious notes of a guitar made themselves heard. And a high-pitched, irritable voice kept repeating at intervals: “Allow me. Pray, permit me to speak,” and being answered by a voice which intermittently shot into the silence, as into a bottomless sack, the words: “No, do you wait a moment, do you wait a moment.”


    Surrounded by the darkness, the houses looked stunted like gravestones, with a line of black trees above their roofs that loomed shadowy and cloud-like. Only in the furthest corner of the expanse was the light of a solitary street lamp bearing a resemblance to the disk of a stationary, resplendent dandelion.


    Over everything was melancholy. Far from inviting was the general outlook. So much was this the case that, had, at that moment, anyone stolen upon me from behind the bushes and dealt me a sudden blow on the head, I should merely have sunk to earth without attempting to see who my assailant had been.


    Often, in those days, was I in this mood, for it clave to me as faithfully as a dog — never did it wholly leave me.


    “It was for men like THOSE that this fair earth of ours was bestowed upon us!” I thought to myself.


    Suddenly, with a clatter, someone ran out of the door of the tavern, slid down the steps, fell headlong at their foot, quickly regained his equilibrium, and disappeared in the darkness after exclaiming in a threatening voice:


    “Oh, I’LL pay you out! I’LL skin you, you damned...!”


    Whereafter two figures that also appeared in the doorway said as they stood talking to one another:


    “You heard him threaten to fire the place, did you not?”


    “Yes, I did. But why should he want to fire it?”


    “Because he is a dangerous rascal.”


    Presently, slinging my wallet upon my back, I pursued my onward way along a street that was fenced on either side with a tall palisade. As I proceeded, long grasses kept catching at my feet and rustling drily. And so warm was the night as to render the payment of a lodging fee superfluous; and the more so since in the neighbourhood of the cemetery, where an advanced guard of young pines had pushed forward to the cemetery wall and littered the sandy ground, with a carpet of red, dry cones, there were sleeping-places prepared in advance.


    Suddenly from the darkness there emerged, to recoil again, a man’s tall figure.


    “Who is that? Who is it?” asked the hoarse, nervous voice of Gubin in dissipation of the deathlike stillness.


    Which said, he and I fell into step with one another. As we proceeded he inquired whence I had come, and why I was still abroad. Whereafter he extended to me, as to an old acquaintance, the invitation:


    “Will you come and sleep at my place? My house is near here, and as for work, I will find you a job tomorrow. In fact, as it happens, I am needing a man to help me clean out a well at the Birkins’ place. Will the job suit you? Very well, then. Always I like to settle things overnight, as it is at night that I can best see through people.”


    The “house” turned out to be nothing more than an old one-eyed, hunchbacked washhouse or shanty which, bulging of wall, stood wedged against the clayey slope of a ravine as though it would fain bury itself amid the boughs of the neighbouring arbutus trees and elders.


    Without striking a light, Gubin flung himself upon some mouldy hay that littered a threshold as narrow as the threshold of a dog-kennel, and said to me with an air of authority as he did so:


    “I will sleep with my head towards the door, for the atmosphere here is a trifle confined.”


    And, true enough, the place reeked of elderberries, soap, burnt stuff, and decayed leaves. I could not conceive why I had come to such a spot.


    The twisted branches of the neighbouring trees hung motionless athwart the sky, and concealed from view the golden dust of the Milky Way, while across the Oka an owl kept screeching, and the strange, arresting remarks of my companion pelted me like showers of peas.


    “Do not be surprised that I should live in a remote ravine,” he said. “I, whose hand is against every man, can at least feel lord of what I survey here.”


    Too dark was it for me to see my host’s face, but my memory recalled his bald cranium, and the yellow light of the lamps falling upon a nose as long as a woodpecker’s beak, a pair of grey and stubbly cheeks, a pair of thin lips covered by a bristling moustache, a mouth sharp-cut as with a knife, and full of black, evil-looking stumps, a pair of pointed, sensitive, mouse-like ears, and a clean-shaven chin. The last feature in no way consorted with his visage, or with his whole appearance; but at least it rendered him worthy of remark, and enabled one to realise that one had to deal with neither a peasant nor a soldier nor a tradesman, but with a man peculiar to himself. Also, his frame was lanky, with long arms and legs, and pointed knees and elbows. In fact, so like a piece of string was his body that to twist it round and round, or even to tie it into a knot, would, seemingly, have been easy enough.


    For awhile I found his speech difficult to follow; wherefore, silently I gazed at the sky, where the stars appeared to be playing at follow-my-leader.


    “Are you asleep?” at length he inquired.


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


    “Why do you ask?”


    “Because, if you will pardon me, I think your face would look better bearded.”


    With a short laugh he exclaimed:


    “Bearded? Ah, sloven! Bearded, indeed!”


    To which he added more gravely:


    “Both Peter the Great and Nicholas I were wiser than you, for they ordained that whosoever should be bearded should have his nose slit, and be fined a hundred roubles. Did you ever hear of that?”


    “No.”


    “And from the same source, from the beard, arose also the Great Schism.”


    His manner of speaking was too rapid to be articulate, and, in leaving his mouth, his words caused his lips to bare stumps and gums amid which they lost their way, became disintegrated, and issued, as it were, in an incomplete state.


    “Everyone,” he continued, “knows that life is lived more easily with a beard than without one, since with a beard lies are more easily told — they can be told, and then hidden in the masses of hair. Hence we ought to go through life with our faces naked, since such faces render untruthfulness more difficult, and prevent their owners from prevaricating without the fact becoming plain to all.”


    “But what about women?”


    “What about women? Well, women can always lie to their husbands successfully, but not to all the town, to all the world, to folk in general. Moreover, since a woman’s real business in life is the same as that of the hen, to rear young, what can it matter if she DOES cackle a few falsehoods, provided that she be neither a priest nor a mayor nor a tchinovnik, and does not possess any authority, and cannot establish laws? For the really important point is that the law itself should not lie, but ever uphold truth pure and simple. Long has the prevalent illegality disgusted me.”


    The door of the shanty was standing open, and amid the outer darkness, as in a church, the trees looked like pillars, and the white stems of the birches like silver candelabra tipped with a thousand lights, or dimly-seen choristers with faces showing pale above sacramental vestments of black. All my soul was full of a sort of painful restlessness. It was a feeling as though I should live to rise and go forth into the darkness, and offer battle to the terrors of the night; yet ever, as my companion’s torrential speech caught and held my attention, it detained me where I was.


    “My father was a man of no little originality and character,” he went on. “Wherefore, none of the townsfolk liked him. By the age of twenty he had risen to be an alderman, yet never to the end could get the better of folk’s stubbornness and stupidity, even though he made it his custom to treat all and sundry to food and drink, and to reason with them. No, not even at the last did he attain his due. People feared him because he revolutionised everything, revolutionised it down to the very roots; the truth being that he had grasped the one essential fact that law and order must be driven, like nails, into the people’s very vitals.”


    Mice squeaked under the floor, and on the further side of the Oka an owl screeched, while amid the pitch-black heavens I could see a number of blotches intermittently lightening to an elusive red and blurring the faint glitter of the stars.


    “It was one o’clock in the morning when my father died,” Gubin continued. “And upon myself, who was seventeen and had just finished my course at the municipal school of Riazan, there devolved, naturally enough, all the enmity that my father had incurred during his lifetime. ‘He is just like his sire,’ folk said. Also, I was alone, absolutely alone, in the world, since my mother had lost her reason two years before my father’s death, and passed away in a frenzy. However, I had an uncle, a retired unter-officier who was both a sluggard, a tippler, and a hero (a hero because he had had his eyes shot out at Plevna, and his left arm injured in a manner which had induced paralysis, and his breast adorned with the military cross and a set of medals). And sometimes, this uncle of mine would rally me on my learning. For instance, ‘Scholar,’ he would say, ‘what does “tiversia” mean?’ ‘No such word exists,’ would be my reply, and thereupon he would seize me by the hair, for he was rather an awkward person to deal with. Another factor as concerned making me ashamed of my scholarship was the ignorance of the townspeople in general, and in the end I became the common butt, a sort of ‘holy idiot.’”


    So greatly did these recollections move Gubin that he rose and transferred his position to the door of the hut, where, a dark blur against the square of blue, he lit a gurgling pipe, and puffed thereat until his long, conical nose glowed. Presently the surging stream of words began again:


    “At twenty I married an orphan, and when she fell ill and died childless I found myself alone once more, and without an adviser or a friend. However, still I continued both to live and to look about me. And in time, I perceived that life is not lived wholly as it should be.”


    “What in life is ‘not lived wholly as it should be’?”


    “Everything in life. For life is mere folly, mere fatuous nonsense. The truth is that our dogs do not bark always at the right moment. For instance, when I said to folk, ‘How would it be if we were to open a technical school for girls?’ They merely laughed and replied, ‘Trade workers are hopeless drunkards. Already have we enough of them. Besides, hitherto women have contrived to get on WITHOUT education.’ And when next I conceived a scheme for instituting a match factory, it befell that the factory was burnt down during its first year of existence, and I found myself once more at a loose end. Next a certain woman got hold of me, and I flitted about her like a martin around a belfry, and so lost my head as to live life as though I were not on earth at all — for three years I did not know even what I was doing, and only when I recovered my senses did I perceive myself to be a pauper, and my all, every single thing that I had possessed, to have passed into HER white hands. Yes, at twenty-eight I found myself a beggar. Yet I have never wholly regretted the fact, for certainly for a time I lived life as few men ever live it. ‘Take my all — take it!’ I used to say to her. And, truly enough, I should never have done much good with my father’s fortune, whereas she — well, so it befell. Somehow I think that in those days my opinions must have been different from now — now that I have lost everything.... Yet the woman used to say, ‘You have NOT lost everything,’ and she had wit enough to fit out a whole townful of people.”


    “This woman — who was she?”


    “The wife of a merchant. Whenever she unrobed and said, ‘Come! What is this body of mine worth?’ I used to make reply, ‘A price that is beyond compute.’... So within three years everything that I possessed vanished like smoke. Sometimes, of course, folk laughed at and jibed at me; nor did I ever refute them. But now that I have come to have a better understanding of life’s affairs, I see that life is not wholly lived as it should be. For that matter, too, I do not hold my tongue on the subject, for that is not my way — still left to me I have a tongue and my soul. The same reason accounts for the fact that no one likes me, and that by everyone I am looked upon as a fool.”


    “How, in your opinion, ought life to be lived?”


    Without answering me at once, Gubin sucked at his pipe until his nose made a glowing red blur in the darkness. Then he muttered slowly:


    “How life ought to be lived no one could say exactly. And this though I have given much thought to the subject, and still am doing so.”


    I found it no difficult matter to form a mental picture of the desolate existence which this man must be leading — this man whom all his fellows both derided and shunned. For at that time I too was bidding fair to fail in life, and had my heart in the grip of ceaseless despondency.


    The truth is that of futile people Russia is over-full. Many such I myself have known, and always they have attracted me as strongly and mysteriously as a magnet. Always they have struck me more favourably than the provincial-minded majority who live for food and work alone, and put away from them all that could conceivably render their bread-winning difficult, or prevent them from snatching bread out of the hands of their weaker neighbours. For most such folk are gloomy and self-contained, with hearts that have turned to wood, and an outlook that ever reverts to the past; unless, indeed, they be folk of spurious good nature, an addition to talkativeness, and an apparent bonhomie which veils a frigid, grey interior, and conveys an impression of cruelty and greed of all that life contains.


    Always, in the end, I have detected in such folk something wintry, something that makes them seem, as it were, to be spending spring and summer in expectation solely of the winter season, with its long nights, and its cold of an austerity which forces one for ever to be consuming food.


    Yet seldom among this distasteful and wearisome crowd of wintry folk is there to be encountered a man who has altogether proved a failure. But if he has done so, he will be found to be a man whose nature is of a more thoughtful, a more truly existent, a more clear-sighted cast than that of his fellows — a man who at least can look beyond the boundaries of the trite and commonplace, and whose mentality has a greater capacity for attaining spiritual fulfilment, and is more desirous of doing so, than the mentality of his compeers. That is to say, in such a man one can always detect a striving for space, as a man who, loving light, carries light in himself.


    Unfortunately, all too often is that light only the fugitive phosphorescence of putrefaction; wherefore as one contemplates him one soon begins to realise with bitterness and vexation and disappointment that he is but a sluggard, but a braggart, but one who is petty and weak and blinded with conceit and distorted with envy, but one between whose word and whose deed there gapes a disparity even wider and deeper than the disparity which divides the word from the deed of the man of winter, of the man who, though he be as tardy as a snail, at least is making some way in the world, in contradistinction from the failure who revolves ever in a single spot, like some barren old maid before the reflection in her looking-glass.


    Hence, as I listened to Gubin, there recurred to me more than one instance of his type.


    “Yes, I have succeeded in observing life throughout,” he muttered drowsily as his head sank slowly upon his breast.


    And sleep overtook myself with similar suddenness. Apparently that slumber was of a few minutes’ duration only, yet what aroused me was Gubin pulling at my leg.


    “Get up now,” he said. “It is time that we were off.”


    And as his bluish-grey eyes peered into my face, somehow I derived from their mournful expression a sense of intellectuality. Beneath the hair on his hollow cheeks were reddish veins, while similar veins, bluish in tint, covered with a network his temples, and his bare arms had the appearance of being made of tanned leather.


    Dawn had not yet broken when we rose and proceeded through the slumbering streets beneath a sky that was of a dull yellow, and amid an atmosphere that was full of the smell of burning.


    “Five days now has the forest been on fire,” observed Gubin. “Yet the fools cannot succeed in putting it out.”


    Presently the establishment of the merchants Birkin lay before us, an establishment of curious aspect, since it constituted, rather, a conglomeration of appendages to a main building of ground floor and attics, with four windows facing on to the street, and a series of underpropping annexes. That series extended to the wing, and was solid and permanent, and bade fair to overflow into the courtyard, and through the entrance-gates, and across the street, and to the very kitchen-garden and flower-garden themselves. Also, it seemed to have been stolen piecemeal from somewhere, and at different periods, and from different localities, and tacked at haphazard on to the walls of the parent erection. Moreover, all the windows of the latter were small, and in their green panes, as they confronted the world, there was a timid and suspicious air, while, in particular, the three windows which faced upon the courtyard had iron bars to them. Lastly, there were posted, sentinel-like on the entrance-steps, two water-butts as a precaution against fire.


    “What think you of the place?” Gubin muttered as he peered into the well. “Isn’t it a barbarous hole? The right thing would be to pull it down wholesale, and then rebuild it on larger and less restricted lines. Yet these fools merely go tacking new additions on to the old.”


    For awhile his lips moved as in an incantation. Then he frowned, glanced shrewdly at the structures in question, and continued softly:


    “I may say in passing that the place is MINE.”


    “YOURS?”


    “Yes, mine. At all events, so it used to be.”


    And he pulled a grimace as though he had got the toothache before adding with an air of command:


    “Come! I will pump out the water, and YOU shall carry it to the entrance-steps and fill the water-butts. Here is a pail, and here a ladder.”


    Whereafter, with a considerable display of strength, he set about his portion of the task, whilst I myself took pail in hand and advanced towards the steps to find that the water-butts were so rotten that, instead of retaining the water, they let it leak out into the courtyard. Gubin said with an oath:


    “Fine masters these — masters who grudge one a groat, and squander a rouble! What if a fire WERE to break out? Oh, the blockheads!”


    Presently, the proprietors in person issued into the courtyard — the stout, bald Peter Birkin, a man whose face was flushed even to the whites of his shifty eyes, and, close behind him, eke his shadow, Jonah Birkin — a person of sandy, sullen mien, and overhanging brows, and dull, heavy eyes.


    “Good day, dear sir,” said Peter Birkin thinly, as with a puffy hand he raised from his head a cloth cap, while Jonah nodded. And then, with a sidelong glance at myself, asked in a deep bass voice:


    “Who is this young man?”


    Large and important like peacocks, the pair then shuffled across the wet yard, and in so doing, went to much trouble to avoid soiling their polished shoes. Next Peter said to his brother:


    “Have you noticed that the water-butts are rotted? Oh, that fine Yakinika! He ought long ago to have been dismissed.”


    “Who is that young man over there?” Jonah repeated with an air of asperity.


    “The son of his father and mother,” Gubin replied quietly, and without so much as a glance at the brothers.


    “Well, come along,” snuffled Peter with a drawling of his vowels. “It is high time that we were moving. It doesn’t matter who the young man may be.”


    And with that they slip-slopped across to the entrance gates, while Gubin gazed after them with knitted brows, and as the brothers were disappearing through the wicket said carelessly:


    “The old sheep! They live solely by the wits of their stepmother, and if it were not for her, they would long ago have come to grief. Yes, she is a woman beyond words clever. Once upon a time there were three brothers — Peter, Alexis, and Jonah; but, unfortunately, Alexis got killed in a brawl. A fine, tall fellow HE was, whereas these two are a pair of gluttons, like everyone else in this town. Not for nothing do three loaves figure on the municipal arms! Now, to work again! Or shall we take a rest?”


    Here there stepped on to the veranda a tall, well-grown young woman in an open pink bodice and a blue skirt who, shading blue eyes with her hand, scanned the courtyard and the steps, and said with some diffidence:


    “Good day, Yakov Vasilitch.”


    With a good-humoured glance in response, and his mouth open, Gubin waved a hand in greeting:


    “Good day to YOU, Nadezhda Ivanovna,” he replied. “How are you this morning?”


    Somehow this made her blush, and cross her arms upon her ample bosom, while her kindly, rounded, eminently Russian face evinced the ghost of a shy smile. At the same time, it was a face wherein not a single feature was of a kind to remain fixed in the memory, a face as vacant as though nature had forgotten to stamp thereon a single wish. Hence, even when the woman smiled there seemed to remain a doubt whether the smile had really materialised.


    “How is Natalia Vasilievna?” continued Gubin.


    “Much as usual,” the woman answered softly.


    Whereafter hesitantly, and with downcast eyes, she essayed to cross the courtyard. As she passed me I caught a whiff of raspberries and currants.


    Disappearing into the grey mist through a small door with iron staples, she soon reissued thence with a hencoop, and, seating herself on the steps of the doorway, and setting the coop on her knees, took between her two large palms some fluttering, chirping, downy, golden chicks, and raised them to her ruddy lips and cheeks with a murmur of:


    “Oh my little darlings! Oh my little darlings!”


    And in her voice, somehow, there was a note as of intoxication, of abandonment. Meanwhile dull, reddish sunbeams were beginning to peer through the fence, and to warm the long, pointed staples with which it was fastened together. While in a stream of water that was dripping from the eaves, and trickling over the floor of the court, and around the woman’s feet, a single beam was bathing and quivering as though it would fain effect an advance to the woman’s lap and the hencoop, and, with the soft, downy chicks, enjoy the caresses of the woman’s bare white arms.


    “Ah, little things!” again she murmured. “Ah, little children of mine!”


    Upon that Gubin suddenly desisted from his task of hauling up the bucket, and, as he steadied the rope with his arms raised above his head, said quickly:


    “Nadezhda Ivanovna, you ought indeed to have had some children — six at the least!”


    Yet no reply came, nor did the woman even look at him.


    The rays of the sun were now spreading, smokelike and greyish-yellow, over the silver river. Above the river’s calm bed a muslin texture of mist was coiling. Against the nebulous heavens the blue of the forest was rearing itself amid the fragrant, pungent fumes from the burning timber.


    Yet still asleep amid its sheltering half-circle of forest was the quiet little town of Miamlin, while behind it, and encompassing it as with a pair of dark wings, the forest in question looked as though it were ruffling its feathers in preparation for further flight beyond the point where, the peaceful Oka reached, the trees stood darkening, overshadowing the water’s clear depths, and looking at themselves therein.


    Yet, though the hour was so early, everything seemed to have about it an air of sadness, a mien as though the day lacked promise, as though its face were veiled and mournful, as though, not yet come to birth, it nevertheless were feeling weary in advance.


    Seating myself by Gubin on some trampled straw in the hut ordinarily used by the watchman of the Birkins’ extensive orchard, I found that, owing to the orchard being set on a hillside, I could see over the tops of the apple and pear and fig trees, where their tops hung bespangled with dew as with quicksilver, and view the whole town and its multicoloured churches, yellow, newly-painted prison, and yellow-painted bank.


    And while in the town’s lurid, four-square buildings I could trace a certain resemblance to the aces of clubs stamped upon convicts’ backs, in the grey strips of the streets I could trace a certain resemblance to a number of rents in an old, ragged, faded, dusty coat. Indeed, that morning all comparisons seemed to take on a tinge of melancholy; the reason being that throughout the previous evening there had been moaning in my soul a mournful dirge on the future life.


    With nothing, however, were the churches of the town of which I am speaking exactly comparable, for many of them had attained a degree of beauty the contemplation of which caused the town to assume throughout — a different, a more pleasing and seductive, aspect. Thought I to myself: “Would that men had fashioned all other buildings in the town as the churches have been fashioned!”


    One of the latter, an old, squat edifice the blank windows of which were deeply sunken in the stuccoed walls, was known as the “Prince’s Church,” for the reason that it enshrined the remains of a local Prince and his wife, persons of whom it stood recorded that “they did pass all their lives in kindly, unchanging love.”...


    The following night Gubin and I chanced to see Peter Birkin’s tall, pale, timid young wife traverse the garden on her way to a tryst in the washhouse with her lover, the precentor of the Prince’s Church. And as clad in a simple gown, and barefooted, and having her ample shoulders swathed in an old, gold jacket or shawl of some sort, she crossed the orchard by a path running between two lines of apple trees; she walked with the unhasting gait of a cat which is crossing a yard after a shower of rain, and from time to time, whenever a puddle is encountered, lifts and shakes fastidiously one of its soft paws. Probably, in the woman’s case, this came of the fact that things kept pricking and tickling her soles as she proceeded. Also, her knees, I could see, were trembling, and her step had in it a certain hesitancy, a certain lack of assurance.


    Meanwhile, bending over the garden from the warm night sky, the moon’s kindly visage, though on the wane, was shining brightly; and when the woman emerged from the shadow of the trees I could discern the dark patches of her eyes, her rounded, half-parted lips, and the thick plait of hair which lay across her bosom. Also, in the moonlight her bodice had assumed a bluish tinge, so that she looked almost phantasmal; and when soundlessly, moving as though on air, she stepped back into the shadow of the trees, that shadow seemed to lighten.


    All this happened at midnight, or thereabouts, but neither of us was yet asleep, owing to the fact that Gubin had been telling me some interesting stories concerning the town and its families and inhabitants. However, as soon as he descried the woman looming like a ghost, he leapt to his feet in comical terror, then subsided on to the straw again, contracted his body as though he were in convulsions, and hurriedly made the sign of the cross.


    “Oh Jesus our Lord!” he gasped. “Tell me what that is, tell me what that is!”


    “Keep quiet, you,” I urged.


    Instead, lurching in my direction, he nudged me with his arm,


    “Is it Nadezhda, think you?” he whispered.


    “It is.”


    “Phew! The scene seems like a dream. Just in the same way, and in the very same place, did her mother-in-law, Petrushka’s stepmother, use to come and walk. Yes, it was just like this.”


    Then, rolling over, face downwards, he broke into subdued, malicious chuckles; whereafter, seizing my hand and sawing it up and down, he whispered amid his exultant pants:


    “I expect Petrushka is asleep, for probably he has taken too much liquor at the Bassanov’s smotrini. [A festival at which a fiance pays his first visit to the house of the parents of his betrothed.] Aye, he will be asleep. And as for Jonah, HE will have gone to Vaska Klochi. So tonight, until morning, Nadezhda will be able to kick up her heels to her heart’s content.”


    I too had begun to surmise that the woman was come thither for purposes of her own. Yet the scene was almost dreamlike in its beauty. It thrilled me to the soul to watch how the woman’s blue eyes gazed about her — gazed as though she were ardently, caressingly whispering to all living creatures, asleep or awake:


    “Oh my darlings! Oh my darlings!”


    Beside me the uncouth, broken-down Gubin went on in hoarse accents:


    “You must know that she is Petrushka’s THIRD wife, a woman whom he took to himself from the family of a merchant of Murom. Yet the town has it that not only Petrushka, but also Jonah, makes use of her — that she acts as wife to both brothers, and therefore lacks children. Also has it been said of her that one Trinity Sunday she was seen by a party of women to misconduct herself in this garden with a police sergeant, and then to sit on his lap and weep. Yet this last I do not wholly believe, for the sergeant in question is a veteran scarcely able to put one foot before the other. Also, Jonah, though a brute, lives in abject fear of his stepmother.”


    Here a worm-eaten apple fell to the ground, and the woman paused; whereafter, with head a little raised, she resumed her way with greater speed.


    As for Gubin, he continued, unchecked, though with a trifle less animosity, rather as though he were reading aloud a manuscript which he found wearisome:


    “See how a man like Peter Birkin may pride himself upon his wealth, and receive honour during his lifetime, yet all the while have the devil grinning over his shoulder!”


    Then he, Gubin, kept silent awhile, and merely breathed heavily, and twisted his body about. But suddenly, he resumed in a strange whisper:


    “Fifteen years ago — no, surely it was longer ago than that? — Madame Nadkin, Nadezhda’s mother-in-law, made it her practice to come to this spot to meet her lover. And a fine gallant HE was!”


    Somehow, as I watched the woman creeping along, and looking as though she were intending to commit a theft, or as though she fancied that at any moment she might see the plump brothers Birkin issue from the courtyard into the garden and come shuffling ponderously over the darkened ground, with ropes and cudgels grasped in coarse, red hands which knew no pity; somehow, as I watched her, I felt saddened, and paid little heed to Gubin’s whispered remarks, so intently were my eyes fixed upon the granary wall as, after gliding along it awhile, the woman bent her head and disappeared through the dark blue of the washhouse door. As for Gubin, he went to sleep with a last drowsy remark of:


    “Life is all falsity. Husbands, wives, fathers, children — all of them practise deceit.”


    In the east, portions of the sky were turning to light purple, and other portions to a darker hue, while from time to time I could see, looming black against those portions, coils of smoke the density of which kept being stabbed with fiery spikes of flame, so that the vague, towering forest looked like a hill on the top of which a fiery dragon was crawling about, and writhing, and intermittently raising tremulous, scarlet wings, and as often relapsing into, becoming submerged in, the bank of vapour. And, in contemplating the spectacle, I seemed actually to be able to hear the cruel, hissing din of combat between red and black, and to see pale, frightened rabbits scudding from underneath the roots of trees amid showers of sparks, and panting, half-suffocated birds fluttering wildly amid the branches as further and further afield, and more and more triumphantly, the scarlet dragon unfurled its wings, and consumed the darkness, and devoured the rain-soaked timber.


    Presently from the dark, blurred doorway in the wall of the washhouse there emerged a dark figure which went flitting away among the trees, while after it someone called in a sharp, incisive whisper:


    “Do not forget. You MUST come.”


    “Oh, I shall be only too glad!”


    “Very well. In the morning the lame woman shall call upon you. Do you hear?”


    And as the woman disappeared from view the other person sauntered across the garden, and scaled the fence with a clatter.


    That night I could not sleep, but, until dawn, lay watching the burning forest as gradually the weary moon declined, and the lamp of Venus, cold and green as an emerald, came into view over the crosses on the Prince’s Church. Indeed was the latter a fitting place for Venus to illumine if really it had been the case that the Prince and Princess had “passed their lives in kindly, unchanging love”!


    Gradually, the dew cleared the trees of the night darkness, and caused the damp, grey foliage to smile once more with aniseed and red raspberry, and to sparkle with the gold of their mildew. Also, there came hovering about us goldfinches with their little red-hooded crests, and fussy tomtits in their cravats of yellow, while a nimble, dark, blue woodpecker scaled the stem of an apple tree. And everywhere, yellow leaves fluttered to earth, and, in doing so, so closely resembled birds as to make it not always easy to distinguish whether a leaf or a tomtit had glimmered for a moment in the air.


    Gubin awoke, sighed, and with his gnarled knuckles gave his puffy eyes a rub. Then he raised himself upon all-fours, and, crawling, much dishevelled with sleep, out of the watchman’s hut, snuffed the air (a process in which his movements approximated comically to those of a keen-nosed watch-dog). Finally he rose to his feet, and, in the act, shook one of the trees so violently as to cause a bough to shed its burden of ripe fruit, and disperse the apples hither and thither over the dry surface of the ground, or cause them to bury themselves among the long grass. Three of the juiciest apples he duly recovered, and, after examination of their exterior, probed with his teeth, while kicking away from him as many of the remainder as he could descry.


    “Why spoil those apples?” I queried


    “Oh, so you are NOT asleep?” he countered with a nod of his melon-shaped cranium. “As a matter of fact, a few apples won’t be missed, for there are too many of them about. My own father it was that planted the trees which have grown them.”


    Then, turning upon me a keen, good-humoured eye, and chuckling, he added:


    “What about that Nadezhda? Ah, she is a clever woman indeed! Yet I have a surprise in store for her and her lover.”


    “Why should you have?”


    “Because I desire to benefit mankind at large” (this was said didactically, and with a frown). “For, no matter where I detect evil or underhandedness, it is my duty — I feel it to be my duty — to expose that evil, and to lay it bare. There exist people who need to be taught a lesson, and to whom I long to cry: ‘Sinners that you are, do you lead more righteous lives!’”


    From behind some clouds the sun was rising with a disk as murky and mournful as the face of an ailing child. It was as though he were feeling conscious that he had done amiss in so long delaying to shed light upon the world, in so long dallying on his bed of soft clouds amid the smoke of the forest fire. But gradually the cheering beams suffused the garden throughout, and evoked from the ripening fruit an intoxicating wave of scent in which there could be distinguished also the bracing breath of autumn.


    Simultaneously there rose into the sky, in the wake of the sun, a dense stratum of cloud which, blue and snow-white in colour, lay with its soft hummocks reflected in the calm Oka, and so wrought therein a secondary firmament as profound and impalpable as its original.


    “Now then, Makar!” was Gubin’s command, and once more I posted myself at the bottom of the well. About three sazheni in depth, and lined with cold, damp mud to above the level of my middle, the orifice was charged with a stifling odour both of rotten wood and of something more intolerable still. Also, whenever I had filled the pail with mud, and then emptied it into the bucket and shouted “Right away!” the bucket would start swinging against my person and bumping it, as unwillingly it went aloft, and thereafter discharge upon my head and shoulders clots of filth and drippings of water — meanwhile screening, with its circular bottom, the glowing sun and now scarce visible stars. In passing, the spectacle of those stars’ waning both pained and cheered me, for it meant that for a companion in the firmament they now had the sun. Hence it was until my neck felt almost fractured, and my spine and the nape of my neck were aching as though clamped in a cast of plaster of paris, that I kept my eyes turned aloft. Yes, anything to gain a sight of the stars! From them I could not remove my vision, for they seemed to exhibit the heavens in a new guise, and to convey to me the joyful tidings that in the sky there was present also the sun.


    Yet though, meanwhile, I tried to ponder on something great, I never failed to find myself cherishing the absurd, obstinate apprehension that soon the Birkins would leave their beds, enter the courtyard, and have Nadezhda betrayed to them by Gubin.


    And throughout there kept descending to me from above the latter’s inarticulate, as it were damp-sodden, observations.


    “Another rat!” I heard him exclaim. “To think that those two fellows, men of money, should neglect for two whole years to clean out their well! Why, what can the brutes have been drinking meanwhile? Look out below, you!”


    And once more, with a creaking of the pulley, the bucket would descend — bumping and thudding against the lining of the well as it did so, and bespattering afresh my head and shoulders with its filth. Rightly speaking, the Birkins ought to have cleared out the well themselves!


    “Let us exchange places,” I cried at length.


    “What is wrong?” inquired Gubin in response


    “Down here it is cold — I can’t stand it any longer.”


    “Gee up!” exclaimed Gubin to the old horse which supplied the leverage power for the bucket; whereupon I seated myself upon the edge of the receptacle and went aloft, where everything was looking so bright and warm as to bear a new and unwontedly pleasing appearance.


    So now it was Gubin’s turn to stand at the bottom of the well. And soon, in addition to the odour of decay, and a subdued sound of splashing, and the rumblings and bumpings of the iron bucket against its chain, there began to come up from the damp, black cavity a perfect stream of curses.


    “The infernal skinflints!” I heard my companion exclaim.


    “Hullo, here is something! A dog or a baby, eh? The damned old barbarians!”


    And the bucket ascended with, among its contents, a sodden and most ancient hat. With the passage of time Gubin’s temper grew worse and worse.


    “If I SHOULD find a baby here,” next he exclaimed, “I shall report the matter to the police, and get those blessed old brothers into trouble.”


    Each movement of the leathern-hided, wall-eyed steed which did our bidding was accompanied by a swishing of a sandy tail which had for its object the brushing away of autumn’s harbingers, the bluebottles. Almost with the tranquil gait of a religious did the animal accomplish its periodical journeys from the wall to the entrance gates and back again; after which it always heaved a profound sigh, and stood with its bony crest lowered.


    Presently, from a corner of the yard that lay screened behind some rank, pale, withered, trampled herbage a door screeched. Into the yard there issued Nadezhda Birkin, carrying a bunch of keys, and followed by a lady who, elderly and rotund of figure, had a few dark hairs growing on her full and rather haughty upper lip. As the two walked towards the cellar (Nadezhda being clad only in an under-petticoat, with a chemise half-covering her shoulders, and slippers thrust on to bare feet), I perceived from the languor of the younger woman’s gait that she was feeling weary indeed.


    “Why do you look at us like that?” her senior inquired of me as she drew level. And as she did so the eyes that peered at me from above the full and, somehow, displaced-looking cheeks bid in them a dim, misty, half-blind expression.


    “That must be Peter Birkin’s mother-in-law,” was my unspoken reflection.


    At the door of the cellar Nadezhda handed the keys to her companion, and with a slow step which set her ample bosom swaying, and increased the disarray of the bodice on her round, but broad, shoulders, approached myself, and said quietly:


    “Please open the gutter-sluice and let out the water into the street, or the yard will soon be flooded. Oh, the smell of it! What is that thing there? A rat? Oh batinshka, what a horrible mess!”


    Her face had about it a drawn look, and under her eyes there were a pair of dark patches, and in their depths the dry glitter of a person who has spent a night of waking. True, it was a face still fresh of hue; yet beads of sweat were standing on the forehead, and her shoulders looked grey and heavy — as grey and heavy as unleavened bread which the fire has coated with a thin crust, yet failed to bake throughout.


    “Please, also, open the wicket,” she continued. “And, in case a lame old beggar-woman should call, come and tell me. I am the Nadezhda Ivanovna for whom she will inquire. Do you understand?”


    From the well, at this point, there issued the words:


    “Who is that speaking?”


    “It is the mistress,” I replied.


    “What? Nadezhda? With her I have a bone to pick.”


    “What did he say?” the woman asked tensely as she raised her dark, thinly pencilled brows, and made as though to go and lean over the well. Independently of my own volition I forestalled what Gubin might next have been going to say by remarking:


    “I must tell you that last night he saw you walking in the garden here.”


    “Indeed?” she ejaculated, and drew herself to her full height. Yet in doing so she blushed to her shoulders, and, clapping plump hands to her bosom, and opening dark eyes to their fullest, said in a hasty and confused whisper as, again paling and shrinking in stature, she subsided like a piece of pastry that is turning heavy:


    “Good Lord! WHAT did he see?... If the lame woman should call, you must not admit her. No, tell her that she will not be wanted, that I cannot, that I must not — But see here. Here is a rouble for you. Oh, good Lord!”


    By this time even louder and more angry exclamations had begun to ascend from Gubin. Yet the only sound to reach my ears was the woman’s muttered whispering, and as I glanced into her face I perceived that its hitherto high-coloured and rounded contours had fallen in, and turned grey, and that her flushed lips were trembling to such an extent as almost to prevent the articulation of her words. Lastly, her eyes were frozen into an expression of pitiful, doglike terror.


    Suddenly she shrugged her shoulders, straightened her form, put away from her the expression of terror, and said quietly, but incisively:


    “You will not need to say anything about this. Allow me.”


    And with a swaying step she departed — a step so short as almost to convey the impression that her legs were bound together. Yet while the gait was the gait of a person full of suppressed fury, it was also the gait of a person who can scarcely see an inch in advance.


    “Haul away, you!” shouted Gubin.


    I hauled him up in a state of cold and wet; whereafter he fell to stamping around the coping of the well, cursing, and waving his arms.


    “What have you been thinking of all this time?” he vociferated. “Why, for ever so long I shouted and shouted to you!”


    “I have been telling Nadezhda that last night you saw her walking in the garden.”


    He sprang towards me with a vicious scowl.


    “Who gave you leave to do so?” he exclaimed.


    “Wait a moment. I said that it was only in a dream, that you saw her crossing the garden to the washhouse.”


    “Indeed? And why did you do that?”


    Somehow, as, barelegged and dripping with mud, he stood blinking his eyes at me with a most disagreeable expression, he looked extremely comical.


    “See here,” I remarked, “you have only to go and tell her husband about her for me to go and tell him the same story about your having seen the whole thing in a dream.”


    “Why?” cried Gubin, now almost beside himself. Presently, however, he recovered sufficient self-possession to grin and ask in an undertone:


    “HOW MUCH DID SHE GIVE YOU?”


    I explained to him that my sole reason for what I had done had been that I pitied the woman, and feared lest the brothers Birkin should do an injury to one who at least ought not to be betrayed. Gubin began by declining to believe me, but eventually, after the matter had been thought out, said:


    “Acceptance of money for doing what is right is certainly irregular; but at least is it better than acceptance of money for conniving at sin. Well, you have spoilt my scheme, young fellow. Hired only to clean out the well, I would nevertheless have cleaned out the establishment as a whole, and taken pleasure in doing so.”


    Then once more he relapsed into fury, and muttered as he scurried round and round the well:


    “How DARED you poke your nose into other people’s affairs? Who are YOU in this establishment?”


    The air was hot and arid, yet still the sky was as dull as though coated throughout with the dust of summer, and, as yet, one could gaze at the sun’s purple, rayless orb without blinking, and as easily as one could have gazed at the glowing embers of a wood fire.


    Seated on the fence, a number of rooks were directing intelligent black eyes upon the heaps of mud which lay around the coping of the well. And from time to time they fluttered their wings impatiently, and cawed.


    “I got you some work,” Gubin continued in a grumbling tone, “and put heart into you with the prospect of employment. And now you have gone and treated me like—”


    At this point I caught the sound of a horse trotting towards the entrance-gates, and heard someone shout, as the animal drew level with the house:


    “YOUR timber too has caught alight!”


    Instantly, frightened by the shout, the rooks took to their wings and flew away. Also, a window sash squeaked, and the courtyard resounded with sudden bustle — the culinary regions vomiting the elderly lady and the tousled, half-clad Jonah; and an open window the upper half of the red-headed Peter.


    “Men, harness up as quickly as possible!” the latter cried, his voice charged with a plaintive note.


    And, indeed, he had hardly spoken before Gubin led out a fat roan pony, and Jonah pulled from a shelter a light buggy or britchka. Meanwhile Nadezhda called from the veranda to Jonah:


    “Do you first go in and dress yourself!”


    The elderly lady then unfastened the gates; whereupon a stunted, oldish muzhik in a red shirt limped into the yard with a foam-flecked steed, and exclaimed:


    “It is caught in two places — at the Savelkin clearing and near the cemetery!”


    Immediately the company pressed around him with groans and ejaculations, and Gubin alone continued to harness the pony with swift and dexterous hands — saying to me through his teeth as he did so, and without looking at anyone:


    “That is how those wretched folk ALWAYS defer things until too late.”


    The next person to present herself at the entrance gates was a beggar-woman. Screwing up her eyes in a furtive manner, she droned:


    “For the sake of Lord Je-e-esus!”


    “God will give you alms! God will give you alms!” was Nadezhda’s reply as, turning pale, she flung out her arms in the old woman’s direction. “You see, a terrible thing has happened — our timber lands have caught fire. You must come again later.”


    Upon that Peter’s bulky form (which had entirely filled the window from which it had been leaning), disappeared with a jerk, and in its stead there came into view the figure of a woman. Said she contemptuously:


    “See the visitation with which God has tried us, you men of faint hearts and indolent hands!”


    The woman’s hair was grey at the temples, and had resting upon it a silken cap which so kept changing colour in the sunlight as to convey to one the impression that her head was bonneted with steel, while in her face, picturesque but dark (seemingly blackened with smoke), there gleamed two pupil-less blue eyes of a kind which I had never before beheld.


    “Fools,” she continued, “how often have I not pointed out to you the necessity of cutting a wider space between the timber and the cemetery?”


    From a furrow above the woman’s small but prominent nose, a pair of heavy brows extended to temples that were silvered over. As she spoke there fell a strange silence amid which save for the pony’s pawing of the mire no sound mingled with the sarcastic reproaches of the deep, almost masculine voice.


    “That again is the mother-in-law,” was my inward reflection.


    Gubin finished the harnessing — then said to Jonah in the tone of a superior addressing a servant:


    “Go in and dress yourself, you object!”


    Nevertheless, the Birkins drove out of the yard precisely as they were, while the peasant mounted his belathered steed and followed them at a trot; and the elderly lady disappeared from the window, leaving its panes even darker and blacker than they had previously been. Gubin, slip-slopping through the puddles with bare feet, said to me with a sharp glance as he moved to shut the entrance gates:


    “I presume that I can now take in hand the little affair of which you know.”


    “Yakov!” at this juncture someone shouted from the house.


    Gubin straightened himself a la militaire.


    “Yes, I am coming,” he replied.


    Whereafter, padding on bare soles, he ascended the steps. Nadezhda, standing at their top, turned away with a frown of repulsion at his approach, and nodded and beckoned to myself.


    “What has Yakov said to you?” she inquired


    “He has been reproaching me.”


    “Reproaching you for what?”


    “For having spoken to you.”


    She heaved a sigh.


    “Ah, the mischief-maker!” she exclaimed. “And what is it that he wants?”


    As she pouted her displeasure her round and vacant face looked almost childlike.


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


    Meanwhile the heavens were becoming overspread with dark grey clouds, and presaging a flood of autumn rain, while from the window near the steps the voice of Peter’s mother-in-law was issuing in a steady stream. At first, however, nothing was distinguishable save a sound like the humming of a spindle.


    “It is my mother that is speaking,” Nadezhda explained softly. “She’ll give it him! Yes, SHE will protect me!”


    Yet I scarcely heard Nadezhda’s words, so greatly was I feeling struck with the quiet forcefulness, the absolute assurance, of what was being said within the window.


    “Enough, enough!” said the voice. “Only through lack of occupation have you joined the company of the righteous.”


    Upon this I made a move to approach closer to the window; whereupon Nadezhda whispered:


    “Whither are you going? You must not listen.”


    While she was yet speaking I heard come from the window:


    “Similarly your revolt against mankind has come of idleness, of lack of an interest in life. To you the world has been wearisome, so, while devising this revolt as a resource, you have excused it on the ground of service of God and love of equity, while in reality constituting yourself the devil’s workman.”


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


    “I MUST learn what Gubin has got to say in answer.”


    This made Nadezhda smile, and then whisper with a confiding glance at my face:


    “You see, I have made a full confession to her. I went and said to her: ‘Mamenka, I have had a misfortune.’ And her only reply as she stroked my hair was, ‘Ah, little fool!’ Thus you see that she pities me. And what makes her care the less that I should stray in that direction is that she yearns for me to bear her a child, a grandchild, as an heir to her property.”


    Next, Gubin was heard saying within the room:


    “Whensoever an offence is done against the law I...”


    At once a stream of impressive words from the other drowned his utterance:


    “An offence is not always an offence of moment, since sometimes a person outgrows the law, and finds it too restrictive. No one person ought to be rated against another. For whom alone ought we to fear? Only the God in whose sight all of us have erred!”


    And though in the elderly lady’s voice there was weariness and distaste, the words were spoken slowly and incisively. Upon this Gubin tried to murmur something or another, but again his utterance failed to edge its way into his interlocutor’s measured periods:


    “No great achievement is it,” she said, “to condemn a fellow creature. For always it is easy to sit in judgment upon our fellows. And even if a fellow creature be allowed to pursue an evil course unchecked, his offence may yet prove productive of good. Remember how in every case the Saints reached God. Yet how truly sanctified, by the time that they did so reach Him, were they? Let this ever be borne in mind, for we are over-apt to condemn and punish!”


    “In former days, Natalia Vassilievna, you took away from me my substance, you took my all. Also, let me recount to you how we fell into disagreement.”


    “No; there is no need for that.”


    “Thereafter, I ceased to be able to bear the contemplation of myself; I ceased to consider myself as of any value.”


    “Let the past remain the past. That which must be is not to be avoided.”


    “Through you, I say, I lost my peace of mind.”


    Nadezhda nudged me, and whispered with gay malice:


    “That is probably true, for they say that once he was one of her lovers.”


    Then she recollected herself and, clapping her hands to her face, cried through her fingers:


    “Oh good Lord! What have I said? No, no, you must not believe these tales. They are only slanders, for she is the best of women.”


    “When evil has been done,” continued the quiet voice within the window, “it can never be set right by recounting it to others. He upon whom a burden has been laid should try to bear it. And, should he fail to bear it, the fact will mean that the burden has been beyond his strength.”


    “It was through you that I lost everything. It was you that stripped me bare.”


    “But to that which you lost I added movement. Nothing in life is ever lost; it merely passes from one hand to another — from the unskilled hand to the experienced — so that even the bone picked of a dog may ultimately become of value.”


    “Yes, a bone — that is what I am.”


    “Why should you say that? You are still a man.”


    “Yes, a man, but a man useful for what?”


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


    To this, after a pause, the speaker added:


    “Now, depart in peace, and make no further attempt against this woman. Nay, do not even speak ill of her if you can help it, but consider everything that you saw to have been seen in a dream.”


    “Ah!” was Gubin’s contrite cry. “It shall be as you say. Yet, though I should hate, I could not bear, to grieve you, I must confess that the height whereon you stand is—”


    “Is what, Oh friend of mine?”


    “Nothing; save that of all souls in this world you are, without exception, the best.”


    “Yakov Petrovitch, in this world you and I might have ended our lives together in honourable partnership. And even now, if God be willing, we might do so.”


    “No. Rather must farewell be said.”


    All became quiet within the window, except that after a prolonged silence there came from the woman a deep sigh, and then a whisper of, “Oh Lord!”


    Treading softly, like a cat, Nadezhda darted away towards the steps; whereas I, less fortunate, was caught by the departing Gubin in the very act of leaving the neighbourhood of the window. Upon that he inflated his cheeks, ruffled up his sandy hair, turned red in the face like a man who has been through a fight, and cried in strange, querulous, high-pitched accents:


    “Hi! What were you doing just now? Long-legged devil that you are, I have no further use for you — I do not intend to work with you any more. So you can go.”


    At the same moment the dim face, with its great blue eyes, showed itself at the window, and the stem voice inquired:


    “What does the noise mean?”


    “What does it mean? It means that I do not intend—”


    “You must not, if you wish to create a disturbance, do it anywhere but in the street. It must not be created here.”


    “What is all this?” Nadezhda put in with a stamp of her foot. “What—”


    At this point, the cook rushed out with a toasting-fork and militantly ranged herself by Nadezhda’s side, exclaiming:


    “See what comes of not having a single muzhik in the house!”


    I now prepared to withdraw, but, in doing so, glanced once more at the features of the elderly lady, and saw that the blue pupils were dilated so as almost to fill the eyes in their entirety, and to leave only a bluish margin. And strange and painful were those eyes — eyes fixed blindly, eyes which seemed to have strayed from their orbits through yielding to emotion and a consequent overstrain — while the apple of the throat had swelled like the crop of a bird, and the sheen of the silken head-dress become as the sheen of metal. Involuntarily, I thought to myself:


    “It is a head that must be made of iron.”


    By this time Gubin had penitently subsided, and was exchanging harmless remarks with the cook, while carefully avoiding my glance.


    “Good day to you, madame,” at length I said as I passed the window.


    Not at once did she reply, but when she did so she said kindly:


    “And good day to YOU, my friend. Yes, I wish you good day.”


    To which she added an inclination of the head which resembled nothing so much as a hammer which much percussion upon an anvil has wrought to a fine polish.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    NILUSHKA


    
      
    


    The timber-built town of Buev, a town which has several times been burnt to the ground, lies huddled upon a hillock above the river Obericha. Its houses, with their many-coloured shutters, stand so crowded together as to form around the churches and gloomy law courts a perfect maze — the streets which intersect the dark masses of houses meandering aimlessly hither and thither, and throwing off alleyways as narrow as sleeves, and feeling their way along plot-fences and warehouse walls, until, viewed from the hillock above, the town looks as though someone has stirred it up with a stick and dispersed and confused everything that it contains. Only from the point where Great Zhitnaia Street takes its rise from the river do the stone mansions of the local merchants (for the most part German colonists) cut a grim, direct line through the packed clusters of buildings constructed of wood, and skirt the green islands of gardens, and thrust aside the churches; whereafter, continuing its way through Council Square (still running inexorably straight), the thoroughfare stretches to, and traverses, a barren plain of scrub, and so reaches the pine plantation belonging to the Monastery of St. Michael the Archangel where the latter is lurking behind a screen of old red spruces of which the denseness seems to prop the very heavens, and which on clear, sunny days can be seen rising to mark the spot whence the monastery’s crosses, like the gilded birds of the forest of eternal silence, scintillate a constant welcome.


    At a distance of some ten houses before Zhitnaia Street debouches upon the plain which I have mentioned there begin to diverge from the street and to trend towards a ravine, and eventually to lose themselves in the latter’s recesses, the small, squat shanties with one or two windows apiece which constitute the suburb of Tolmachikha. This suburb, it may be said, had as its original founders the menials of a landowner named Tolmachev — a landowner who, after emancipating his serfs some thirteen years before all serfs were legally emancipated, [In the year 1861] was, for his action, visited with such bitter revilement that, in dire offence at the same, he ended by becoming an inmate of the monastery, and there spending ten years under the vow of silence, until death overtook him amid a peaceful obscurity born of the fact that the authorities had forbidden his exhibition to pilgrims or strangers.


    It is in the very cots originally apportioned to Tolmachev’s menials, at the time, fifty years ago, when those menials were converted into citizens, that the present inhabitants of the suburb dwell. And never have they been burnt out of those homes, although the same period has seen all Buev save Zhitnaia Street consumed, and everywhere that one may delve within the township one will be sure to come across undestroyed hearthstones.


    The suburb, as I have said, stands at the hither end and on the sloping side of one of the arms of a deep, wooded ravine, with its windows facing towards the ravine’s yawning mouth, and affording a view direct to the Mokrie (certain marshes beyond the Obericha) and the swampy forest of firs into which the dim red sun declines. Further on, the ravine trends across the plain, then bends round towards the western side of the town, cats away the clayey soil with an appetite which each spring increases, and which, carrying the soil down to the river, is gradually clogging the river’s flow, diverting the muddy water towards the marshes, and converting those marshes into a lagoon outright. The fissure in question is named “The Great Ravine,” and has its steep flanks so overgrown with chestnuts and laburnums that even in summertime its recesses are cool and moist, and so serve as a convenient trysting place for the poorer lovers of the suburb and the town, and witness their tea drinkings and frequently fatal quarrels, as well as being used by the more well-to-do for a dumping ground for rubbish of the nature of deceased dogs, cats, and horses.


    Pleasantly singing, there scours the bottom of the ravine the brook known as the Zhandarmski Spring, a brook celebrated throughout Buev for its crystal-cold water, which is so icy of temperature that even on a burning day it will make the teeth ache. This water the denizens of Tolmachikha account to be their peculiar property; wherefore they are proud of it, and drink it to the exclusion of any other, and so live to a green old age which in some cases cannot even reckon its years. And by way of a livelihood, the men of the suburb indulge in hunting, fishing, fowling, and thieving (not a single artisan proper does the suburb contain, save the cobbler Gorkov — a thin, consumptive skeleton of surname Tchulan); while, as regards the women, they, in winter, sew and make sacks for Zimmel’s mill, and pull tow, and in summer they scour the plantation of the monastery for truffles and other produce, and the forest on the other side of the river for huckleberries. Also, two of the suburb’s women practise as fortune tellers, while two others conduct an easy and highly lucrative trade in prostitution.


    The result is that the town, as distinguished from the suburb, believes the men of the latter to be one and all thieves, and the women and girls of the suburb to be one and all disreputable characters. Hence the town strives always to restrict and extirpate the suburb, while the suburbans retaliate upon the townsfolk with robbery and arson and murder, while despising those townsfolk for their parsimony, decorum, and avarice, and detesting the settled, comfortable mode of life which they lead.


    So poor, for that matter, is the suburb that never do even beggars resort thither, save when drunk. No, the only creatures which resort thither are dogs which subsist no one knows how as predatorily they roam from court to court with tails tucked between their flanks, and bloodless tongues hanging down, and legs ever prepared, on sighting a human being, to bolt into the ravine, or to let down their owners upon subservient bellies in expectation of a probable kick or curse.


    In short, every cranny of every cot in the place, with the grimy panes of their windows, and their lathed roofs overgrown with velvety moss, breathes forth the universal, deadly hopelessness induced by Russia’s crushing poverty.


    In the Tolmachikhans’ backyards grow only alders, elders, and weeds. Everywhere docks thrust up heads through cracks in the fences to catch at the legs or the skirts of passers-by, while masses of nettles squeeze their way under fences to sting little children. Apropos, the latter are all thin and hungry, in the highest degree quarrelsome, and addicted to prolonged lamentation. Also, each spring sees a certain proportion of their number carried off by diphtheria, while scarlatina and measles are as epidemic among them as is typhoid among their elders.


    Thus the sounds of life most to be heard throughout the suburb are the sounds either of weeping or of mad cursing. In general, however, life in Tolmachikha is lived quietly and lethargically. So much is this the case that in spring even the cats forbear to squall save in crushed and subdued accents. The only local person to sing is Felitzata; and even she does so only when she is drunk. It may be said that Felitzata is a saucy, cunning procuress, and does her singing in a peculiarly thick and rasping voice which, with many croaks and hiatuses, necessitates much closing of the eyes, and a great protruding of the apple of the throat. Indeed, it is only the women of the place who, turbulently quarrelsome and hysterically noisy, spend most of the day in scouring the streets with skirts tucked up, and never cease begging for pinches of salt or flour or spoonfuls of oil as they rail and screech at and beat their children, and thrust withered breasts into their babies’ mouths, and rush and fling themselves about, and bawl in a constant endeavour to right their woebegone condition. Yes, all are dishevelled and dirty, and have wizened, bony faces, and the restless eyes of thieves. Never, indeed, is a woman plump of figure, save at the period when she is ill, and her eyes are dim, and her gait is laboured. Yet until they are forty, the majority of the women become pregnant with every winter, and on the arrival of spring may be seen walking abroad with large stomachs and blue hollows under the eyes. And even this does not prevent them from working with the same desperate energy as when they are not with child. In short, the inhabitants of the place resemble needles and threads with which some rough, clumsy, and impatient hand is for ever trying to darn a ragged cloth which as constantly parts and rends.


    
      

    


    The chief person of repute in the suburb is my landlord, one Antipa Vologonov — a little old man who keeps a shop of “odd wares,” and also lends money on pledge.


    Unfortunately, Antipa is a sufferer from a long-standing tendency to rheumatism, which has left him bow-legged, and has twisted and swollen his fingers to the extent that they will not bend. Hence, he always keeps his hands tucked into his sleeves, though seemingly he has the less use for them in that, even when he withdraws them from their shelter, he does so as cautiously as though he were afraid of their becoming dislocated.


    On the other hand, he never loses his temper, and he never grows excited.


    “Neither of those things suits me,” he will say, “for my heart is dilated, and might at any moment fail.”


    As for his face, it has high cheekbones which in places blossom into dark red blotches; an expression as calm as that of the face of a Khirghiz; a chin whence dangle wisps of mingled grey, red, and flaxen hair of a perpetually moist appearance; oblique and ever-changing eyes which are permanently contracted; a pair of thick, parti-coloured eyebrows which cast deep shadows over the eyes; and temples whereon a number of blue veins struggle with an irregular, sparse coating of bristles. Finally, about his whole personality there is something ever variable and intangible.


    Also, his gait is irritatingly slow; and the more so owing to his coat, which, of a cut devised by himself, consists, as it were, of cassock, sarafan [jacket], and waistcoat in one. As often as not he finds the skirts of the garment cumbering his legs; whereupon he has to stop and give them a kick. And thus it comes about that permanently the skirts are ragged and torn.


    “No need for hurry,” is his customary remark. “Always, in time, does one win to one’s pitch in the marketplace.”


    His speech is cast in rounded periods, and displays a great love for ecclesiastical terms. On the occurrence of one such term, he pauses thereafter as though mentally he were adding to the term a very thick, a very black, full stop. Yet always he will converse with anyone, and at great length — his probable motive being a desire to leave behind him the reputation of a wise old man.


    In his shanty are three windows facing on to the street, and a partition-wall which divides it into two rooms of unequal size. In the larger room, which contains a Russian stove, he himself lives; in the smaller room I have my abode. By a passage the two are separated from a storeroom where, closeted behind a door to which there are a heavy, old-fashioned bolt and many iron and brass screws, Antipa preserves pledges left by his neighbours, such as samovars, ikons, winter clothing and the like. Of this storeroom he always carries the great indentated key at the back of the strap which upholds his cloth breeches; and, whenever the police call to ascertain whether he is harbouring any stolen goods, a long time ensues whilst he is shifting the key round to his stomach, and again a long time whilst he is unfastening it from the belt. Meanwhile, he says pompously to the Superintendent or the Deputy Superintendent:


    “Never do I take in goods of that kind. Of the truth of what I say, your honour, you have more than once assured yourself in person.”


    Also, whenever Antipa sits down the key rattles against the back or the seat of his chair; whereupon he bends his arm with difficulty, and feels to see whether or not the key has come unslung. This I know for the reason that the partition-wall is not so thick but that I can hear his every breath drawn, and divine his every movement.


    Of an evening, when the misty sun is slanting across the river towards the auburn belt of pines, and distilling pink vapours from the sombre vista to be seen through the shaggy mouth of the ravine, Antipa Vologonov sets out a squat samovar that is dinted of side, and plated with green oxide on handle, turncock, and spout. Then he seats himself at his table by the window.


    At intervals I hear the evening stillness broken by questions put in a tone which implies always an expectation of a precise answer.


    “Where is Darika?”


    “He has gone to the spring for water.” The answer is given whiningly, and in a thin voice.


    “And how is your sister?


    “Still in pain.”


    “Yes? Well, you can go now.”


    Giving a slight cough to clear his throat, the old man begins to sing in a quavering falsetto:


    Once a bullet smote my breast,

    And scarce the pang I felt.

    But ne’er the pang could be express’d

    Which love’s flame since hath dealt!


    
      
    


    As the samovar hisses and bubbles, heavy footsteps resound in the street, and an indistinct voice says:


    “He thinks that because he is a Town Councillor he is also clever.”


    “Yes; such folk are apt to grow very proud.”


    “Why, all his brains put together wouldn’t grease one of my boots!”


    And as the voices die away the old man’s falsetto trickles forth anew, humming:


    “The poor man’s anger... Minika! Hi, you! Come in here, and I will give you a bit of sugar. How is your father getting on? Is he drunk at present?”


    “No, sober, for he is taking nothing but kvas and cabbage soup.”


    “And what is he doing for a living?”


    “Sitting at the table, and thinking.”


    “And has your mother been beating him again?”


    “No — not again.”


    “And she — how is she?”


    “Obliged to keep indoors.”


    “Well, run along with you.”


    Softly there next presents herself before the window Felitzata, a woman of about forty with a hawk-like gleam in her coldly civil eyes, and a pair of handsome lips compressed into a covert smile. She is well known throughout the suburb, and once had a son, Nilushka, who was the local “God’s fool.” Also she has the reputation of knowing what is correct procedure on all and sundry occasions, as well as of being skilled in lamentations, funeral rites, and festivities in connection with the musterings of recruits. Lastly she has had a hip broken, so that she walks with an inclination towards the left.


    Her fellow women say of her that her veins contain “a drop of gentle blood”; but probably the statement is inspired by no more than the fact that she treats everyone with the same cold civility. Nevertheless, there is something peculiar about her, for her hands are slender and have long fingers, and her head is haughtily poised, and her voice has a metallic ring, even though the metal has, as it were, grown dull and rusty. Also, she speaks of everyone, herself included, in the most rough and downright terms, yet terms which are so simple that, though her talk may be disconcerting to listen to, it could never be called obscene.


    For instance, once I overheard Vologonov reproach her for not leading a more becoming life:


    “You ought to have more self-restraint,” said he, “seeing that you are a lady, and also your own mistress.”


    “That is played out, my friend,” she replied. “You see, I have had very much to bear, for there was a time when such hunger used to gnaw at my belly as you would never believe. It was then that my eyes became dazzled with the tokens of shame. So I took my fill of love, as does every woman. And once a woman has become a light-o’-love she may as well doff her shift altogether, and use the body which God has given her. And, after all, an independent life is the best life; so I hawk myself about like a pot of beer, and say, ‘Drink of this, anyone who likes, while it still contains liquor.’”


    “It makes one feel ashamed to hear such talk,” said Vologonov with a sigh. In response she burst out laughing.


    “What a virtuous man!” was her comment upon his remark.


    Until now Antipa had spoken cautiously, and in an undertone, whereas the woman had replied in loud accents of challenge.


    “Will you come in and have some tea?” he said next as he leant out of the window.


    “No, I thank you. In passing, what a thing I have heard about you!”


    “Do not shout so loud. Of what are you speaking?”


    “Oh, of SUCH a thing!”


    “Of NOTHING, I imagine.”


    “Yes, of EVERYTHING.”


    “God, who created all things, alone knows everything.”


    Whereafter the pair whispered together awhile. Then Felitzata disappeared as suddenly as she had come, leaving the old man sitting motionless. At length he heaved a profound sigh, and muttered to himself.


    “Into that Eve’s ears be there poured the poison of the asp!... Yet pardon me, Oh God! Yea, pardon me!”


    The words contained not a particle of genuine contrition. Rather, I believe, he uttered them because he had a weakness not for words which signified anything, but for words which, being out of the way, were not used by the common folk of the suburb.


    
      

    


    Sometimes Vologonov knocks at the partition-wall with a superannuated arshin measure which has only fifteen vershoki of its length remaining. He knocks, and shouts:


    “Lodger, would you care to join me in a pot of tea?”


    During the early days of our acquaintanceship he regarded me with marked and constant suspicion. Clearly he deemed me to be a police detective. But subsequently he took to scanning my face with critical curiosity, until at length he said with an air of imparting instruction:


    “Have you ever read Paradise Lost and Destroyed?”


    “No,” I replied. “Only Paradise Regained.”


    This led him to wag his parti-coloured beard in token that ‘he disagreed with my choice’, and to observe:


    “The reason why Adam lost Paradise is that he allowed Eve to corrupt him. And never did the Lord permit him to regain it. For who is worthy to return to the gates of Paradise? Not a single human being.”


    And, indeed, I found it a waste of time to dispute the matter, for he merely listened to what I had to say, and then, without an attempt at refutation, repeated in the same tone as before, and exactly in the same words, his statement that “Adam lost Paradise for the reason that he allowed Eve to corrupt him.”


    Similarly did women constitute our most usual subject of conversation.


    “You are young,” once he said, “and therefore a human being bound to find forbidden fruit blocking your way at every step. This because the human race is a slave to its love of sin, or, in other words, to love of the Serpent. Yes, woman constitutes the prime impediment to everything in life, as history has many times affirmed. And first and foremost is she the source of restlessness. ‘Charged with poison, the Serpent shall plunge in thee her fangs.’ Which Serpent is, of course, our desire of the flesh, the Serpent at whose instigation the Greeks razed towns to the ground, and ravaged Troy and Carthagena and Egypt, and the Serpent which caused an amorous passion for the sister of Alexander Pavlovitch [The Emperor Alexander I] to bring about Napoleon’s invasion of Russia. On the other hand, both the Mohammedan nations and the Jews have from earliest times grasped the matter aright, and kept their women shut up in their back premises; whereas WE permit the foulest of profligacy to exist, and walk hand in hand with our women, and allow them to graduate as female doctors and to pull teeth, and all the rest of it. The truth is that they ought not to be allowed to advance beyond midwife, since it is woman’s business either to serve as a breeding animal or opprobriously to be called neiskusobrachnaia neviesta [Maid who hast never tasted of marriage.] Yes, woman’s business should end there.”


    Near the stove there ticks and clicks on the grimy wall that is papered with “rules and regulations” and sheets of yellow manuscript the pendulum of a small clock, with, hanging to one of its weights, a hammer and a horseshoe, and, to the other, a copper pestle. Also, in a corner of the room a number of ikons make a glittering show with their silver applique and the gilded halos which surmount their figures’ black visages, while a stove with a ponderous grate glowers out of the window at the greenery in Zhitnaia Street and beyond the ravine (beyond the ravine everything looks bright and beautiful), and the dusty, dimly lighted storeroom across the passage emits a perennial odour of dried mushroom, tobacco leaves, and hemp oil.


    Vologonov stirs his strong, stewed tea with a battered old teaspoon, and says with a sigh as he sips a little:


    “All my life I have been engaged in gaining experience so that now I know most things, and ought to be listened to with attention. Usually folk do so listen to me, but though here and there one may find a living soul, of the rest it may be said: ‘In the House of David shall terrible things come to pass, and fire shall consume the spirit of lechery.’”


    The words resemble bricks in that they seem, if possible, to increase the height of the walls of strange and extraneous events, and even stranger dramas, which loom for ever around, me.


    “For example,” continues the old man, “why is Mitri Ermolaev Polukonov, our ex-mayor, lying dead before his time? Because he conceived a number of arrogant projects. For example, he sent his eldest son to study at Kazan — with the result that during the son’s second year at the University he, the son, brought home with him a curly-headed Jewess, and said to his father: ‘Without this woman I cannot live — in her are bound up my whole soul and strength.’ Yes, a pass indeed! And from that day forth nothing but misfortune befell in that Yashka took to drink, the Jewess gave way to repining, and Mitri had to go perambulating the town with piteous invitations to ‘come and see, my brethren, to what depths I have sunk!’ And though, eventually, the Jewess died of a bloody flux, of a miscarriage, the past was beyond mending, and, while the son went to the bad, and took to drink for good and all, the father ‘fell a victim by night to untimely death.’ Yes, the lives of two folk were thus undone by ‘the thorn-bearing company of Judaea.’ Like ourselves, the Hebrew has a destiny of his own. And destiny cannot be driven out with a stick. Of each of us the destiny is unhasting. It moves slowly and quietly, and can never be avoided. ‘Wait,’ it says. ‘Seek not to press onward.’”


    As he discourses, Vologonov’s eyes ceaselessly change colour — now turning to a dull grey, and wearing a tired expression, and now becoming blue, and assuming a mournful air, and now (and most frequently of all) beginning to emit green flashes of an impartial malevolence.


    “Similarly, the Kapustins, once a powerful family, came at length to dust-became as nothing. It was a family the members of which were ever in favour of change, and devoted to anything that was new. In fact, they went and set up a piano! Well, of them only Valentine is still on his legs, and he (he is a doctor of less than forty years of age) is a hopeless drunkard, and saturated with dropsy, and fallen a prey to asthma, so that his cancerous eyes protrude horribly. Yes, the Kapustins, like the Polukonovs, may be ‘written down as dead.’”


    Throughout, Vologonov speaks in a tone of unassailable conviction, in a tone implying that never could things happen, never could things have happened, otherwise than as he has stated. In fact, in his hands even the most inexplicable, the most grievous, phenomena of life become such as a law has inevitably decreed.


    “And the same thing will befall the Osmukhins,” he next remarks. “Let them be a warning to you never to make friends with Germans, and never to engage in business with them. In Russia any housewife may brew beer; yet our people will not drink it — they are more used to spirits. Also, Russian folk like to attain their object in drinking AT ONCE; and a shkalik of vodka will do more to sap wit than five kruzhki of beer. Once our people liked uniform simplicity; but now they are become like a man who was born blind, and has suddenly acquired sight. A change indeed! For thirty-three years did Ilya of Murom [Ilya Murometz, the legendary figure most frequently met with In Russian bilini (folk songs), and probably identical with Elijah the Prophet, though credited with many of the attributes proper, rather, to the pagan god Perun the Thunderer.] sit waiting for his end before it came; and all who cannot bide patiently in a state of humility...”


    Meanwhile clouds shaped like snow-white swans are traversing the roseate heavens and disappearing into space, while below them, on earth, the ravine can be seen spread out like the pelt of a bear which the broad shoulders of some fabulous giant have sloughed before taking refuge in the marshes and forest. In fact the landscape reminds me of sundry ancient tales of marvels, as also does Antipa Vologonov, the man who is so strangely conversant with the shortcomings of human life, and so passionately addicted to discussing them.


    For a moment or two he remains silent as sibilantly he purses his lips and drinks some saffron-coloured tea from the saucer which the splayed fingers of his right hand are balancing on their tips. Whereafter, when his wet moustache has been dried, his level voice resumes its speech in tones as measured as those of one reading aloud from the Psalter.


    “Have you noticed a shop in Zhitnaia Street kept by an old man named Asiev? Once that man had ten sons. Six of them, however, died in infancy. Of the remainder the eldest, a fine singer, was at once extravagant and a bookworm; wherefore, whilst an officer’s servant at Tashkend, he cut the throats of his master and mistress, and for doing so was executed by shooting. As a matter of fact, the tale has it that he had been making love to his mistress, and then been thrown over in favour of his master once more. And another son, Grigori, after being given a high school education at St. Petersburg, became a lunatic. And another, Alexei, entered the army as a cavalryman, but is now acting as a circus rider, and probably has also become a drunkard. And the youngest son of all, Nikolai, ran away as a boy, and, eventually arriving in Norway with a precious scheme for catching fish in the Arctic Ocean, met with failure through the fact that he had overlooked the circumstance that we Russians have fish of our own and to spare, and had to have his interest assigned by his father to a local monastery. So much for fish of the Arctic Seas! Yet if Nikolai had only waited, if he had only been more patient, he—”


    Here Vologonov lowers his voice, and continues with something of the growl of an angry dog:


    “I too have had sons, one of whom was killed at Kushka (a document has certified to that effect), another was drowned whilst drunk, three more died in infancy, and only two are still alive. Of these last, I know that one is acting as a waiter in a hotel at Smolensk, while the other, Melenti, was educated for the Church, sent to study in a seminary, induced to abscond and get into trouble, and eventually dispatched to Siberia. There now! Yes, the Russian is what might be called a ‘lightweighted’ individual, an individual who, unless he holds himself down by the head, is soon carried off by the wind like a chicken’s feather — for we are too self-confident and restless. Before now, I myself have been a gull, a man lacking balance: for never does youth realise its own insignificance, or know how to wait.”


    Dissertations of the kind drop from the old man like water from a leaky pipe on a cold, blustery day in autumn. Wagging his grey beard, he talks and talks, until I begin to think that he must be an evil wizard, and master of this remote, barren, swampy, ravine-pitted region — that he it is who originally planted the town in this uncomfortable, clayey hollow, and has thrown the houses into heaps, and entangled the streets, and wantonly created the town’s unaccountably rude and rough and deadly existence, and addled men’s brains with disconnected nonsense, and consumed their hearts with a fear of life. Yes, it comes to me that it must be he who, during the long six months of winter, causes cruel snowstorms from the plain to invade the town, and with frost compresses the buildings of the town until their rafters crack, and stinging cold brings birds to the ground. Lastly, I become seized with the idea that it must be he who, almost every summer, envelops the town in those terrible visitations of heat by night which seem almost to cause the houses to melt.


    However, as a rule he maintains complete silence, and merely makes chewing motions with his strong-toothed jaws as he sits wagging his beard from side to side. At such times there is in his eyes a bluish fire like the gleam of charcoal, while his crooked fingers writhe like worms, and his outward appearance becomes sheerly that of a magician of iniquity.


    Once I asked him:


    “What in particular ought men to wait for?”


    For a while he sat clasping his beard, and, with contracted eyes, gazing as at something behind me. Then he said quietly and didactically:


    “Someday there will arise a Strange Man who will proclaim to the world the Word to which there never was a beginning. But to which of us is the hour when that Man will arise known? To none of us... And to which of us are known the miracles which that Word will perform? To none of us.”


    
      

    


    Once upon a time there used to glide past the window of my room the fair, curly, wavering, golden head of Nilushka the idiot, a lad looking like a thing which the earth has begotten of love. Yes, Nilushka was like an angel in some sacred picture adorning the southern or the northern gates of an ancient church, as, with his flushed face smeared with wax-smoke and oil, and his light blue eyes gleaming in a cold, unearthly smile, and a frame clad in a red smock reaching to below his knees, and the soles of his feet showing black (always he walked on tiptoe), and his thin calves, as straight and white as the calves of a woman, covered with golden down, he walked the streets.


    Sometimes hopping along on one leg, and smiling, and waving his arms, and causing the ample folds and sleeves of his smock to flutter until he seemed to be moving in the midst of a nimbus, Nilushka would sing in a halting whisper the childish ditty:


    Oh Lo-ord, pardon me!

    Wo-olves run,

    And do-ogs run,

    And the hunters wait

    To kill the wolves.

    Oh Lo-ord, pardon me!


    
      
    


    Meanwhile, he would diffuse a cheering atmosphere of happiness with which no one in the locality had anything in common. For he was ever a lighthearted, winning, essentially pure innocent of the type which never fails to evoke good-natured smiles and kindly emotions. Indeed, as he roamed the streets, the suburb seemed to live its life with less clamour, to appear more decent of outward guise, since the local folk looked upon the imbecile with far more indulgence than they did upon their own children; and he was intimate with, and beloved by, even the worst. Probably the reason for this was that the semblance of flight amid an atmosphere of golden dust which was his combined with his straight, slender little figure to put all who beheld him in mind of churches, angels, God, and Paradise. At all events, all viewed him in a manner contemplative, interested, and more than a little deferential.


    A curious fact was the circumstance that whenever Nilushka sighted a stray gleam from a piece of glass, or the glitter of a morsel of copper in sunlight, he would halt dead where he was, turn grey with the ashiness of death, lose his smile, and remain dilating to an unnatural extent his clouded and troubled eyes. And so, with his whole form distorted with horror, and his thin hand crossing himself, and his knees trembling, and his smock fluttering around his frail wisp of a body, and his features growing stonelike, he would, for an hour or more, continue to stand, until at length someone laid a hand in his, and led him home.


    The tale had it that, in the first instance, born “soft-headed,” he finally lost his reason, five years before the period of which I am writing, when a great fire occurred, and that thenceforth anything, save sunlight, that in any way resembled fire plunged him into this torpor of dumb dread. Naturally the people of the suburb devoted to him a great deal of attention.


    “There goes God’s fool,” would be their remark. “It will not be long before he dies and becomes a Saint, and we fall down and worship him.”


    Yet there were persons who would go so far as to crack rude jests at his expense. For instance, as he would be skipping along, with his childish voice raised in his little ditty, some idler or another would shout from a window, or through the cranny of a fence:


    “Hi, Nilushka! Fire! Fire!”


    Whereupon the angel-faced imbecile would sink to earth as though his legs had been cut away at the knee from under him, and he would huddle, frantically clutching his golden head in his permanently soiled hands, and exposing his youthful form to the dust, under the nearest house or fence.


    Only then would the person who had given him the fright repent, and say with a laugh:


    “God in heaven, what a stupid lad this is!”


    And, should that person have been asked why he had thus terrified the boy, he would probably have replied:


    “Because it is such sport to do so. As a lad who cannot feel things as other human beings do, he inclines folk to make fun of him.”


    As for the omniscient Antipa Vologonov, the following was his frequent comment on Nilushka:


    “Christ also had to walk in terror. Christ also was persecuted. Why so? Because ever He endured in rectitude and strength. Men need to learn what is real and what is unreal. Many are the sins of earth come of the fact that the seeming is mistaken for the actual, and that men keep pressing forward when they ought to be waiting, to be proving themselves.”


    Hence Vologonov, like the rest, bestowed much attention upon Nilushka, and frequently held conversations with him.


    “Do you now pray to God,” he said once as he pointed to heaven with one of his crooked fingers, and with the disengaged hand clasped his dishevelled, variously coloured beard.


    Whereupon Nilushka glanced fearfully at the mysteriously pointing finger, and, plucking sharply at his forehead, shoulders, and stomach with two fingers and a thumb, intoned in thin, plaintive accents:


    “Our Father in Heaven—”


    “WHICH ART in Heaven.”


    “Yes, in the Heaven of Heavens.”


    “Ah, well! God will understand. He is the friend of all blessed ones.” [Idiots; since persons mentally deficient are popularly deemed to stand in a peculiarly close relation to the Almighty.]


    


    Again, great was Nilushka’s interest in anything spherical. Also, he had a love for handling the heads of children; when, softly approaching a group from behind, he would, with his bright, quiet smile, lay slender, bony fingers upon a close-cropped little poll; with the result that the children, not relishing such fingering, would take alarm at the same, and, bolting to a discreet distance, thence abuse the idiot, put out their tongues at him, and drawl in a nasal chorus:


    “Nilka, the bottle-neck, the neck without a nape to it” [Probably the attractiveness of this formula lay rather in the rhyming of the Russian words: “Nilka, butilka, bashka bez zatilka!” than in their actual meaning].


    Yet their fear of him was in no way reciprocated, nor, for that matter, did they ever assault him, despite the fact that occasionally they would throw an old boot or a chip of wood in his direction-throw it aimlessly, and without really desiring to hit the mark aimed at.


    Also, anything circular — for example, a plate or the wheel of a toy, engaged Nilushka’s attention and led him to caress it as eagerly as he did globes and balls. Evidently the rotundity of the object was the point that excited his interest. And as he turned the object over and over, and felt the flat part of it, he would mutter:


    “But what about the other one?”


    What “the other one” meant I could never divine. Nor could Antipa. Once, drawing the idiot to him, he said:


    “Why do you always say ‘What about the other one’?”


    Troubled and nervous, Nilushka merely muttered some unintelligible reply as his fingers turned and turned about the circular object which he was holding.


    “Nothing,” at length he replied.


    “Nothing of what?


    “Nothing here.”


    “Ah, he is too foolish to understand,” said Vologonov with a sigh as his eyes darkened in meditative fashion.


    “Yes, though it may seem foolish to say so,” he added, “some people would envy him.”


    “Why should they?”


    “For more than one reason. To begin with, he lives a life free from care — he is kept comfortably, and even held in respect. Since no one can properly understand him, and everyone fears him, through a belief that folk without wit, the ‘blessed ones of God,’ are more especially the Almighty’s favourites than persons possessed of understanding. Only a very wise man could deal with such a matter, and the less so in that it must be remembered that more than one ‘blessed one’ has become a Saint, while some of those possessed of understanding have gone — well, have gone whither? Yes, indeed!”


    And, thoughtfully contracting the bushy eyebrows which looked as though they had been taken from the face of another man, Vologonov thrust his hands up his sleeves, and stood eyeing Nilushka shrewdly with his intangible gaze.


    Never did Felitzata say for certain who the boy’s father had been, but at least it was known to me that in vague terms she had designated two men as such — the one a young “survey student,” and the other a merchant by name Viporotkov, a man notorious to the whole town as a most turbulent rake and bully. But once when she and Antipa and I were seated gossiping at the entrance-gates, and I inquired of her whether Nilushka’s father were still surviving, she replied in a careless way:


    “He is so, damn him!”


    “Then who is he?”


    Felitzata, as usual, licked her faded, but still comely, lips with the tip of her tongue before she replied:


    “A monk.”


    “Ah!” Vologonov exclaimed with unexpected animation. “That, then, explains things. At all events, we have in it an intelligible THEORY of things.”


    Whereafter, he expounded to us at length, and with no sparing of details, the reason why a monk should have been Nilushka’s father rather than either the merchant or the young “survey student.” And as Vologonov proceeded he grew unwontedly enthusiastic, and went so far as to clench his fists until presently he heaved a sigh, as though mentally hurt, and said frowningly and reproachfully to the woman:


    “Why did you never tell us this before? It was exceedingly negligent of you.”


    Felitzata looked at the old man with sarcasm and sauciness gleaming in her brown eyes. Suddenly, however, she contracted her brows, counterfeited a sigh, and whined:


    “Ah, I was good-looking then, and desired of all. In those days I had both a good heart and a happy nature.”


    “But the monk may prove to have been an important factor in the question,” was Antipa’s thoughtful remark.


    “Yes, and many another man than he has run after me for his pleasure,” continued Felitzata in a tone of reminiscence. This led Vologonov to cough, rise to his feet, lay his hand upon the woman’s claret-coloured sleeve of satin, and say sternly:


    “Do you come into my room, for I have business to transact with you.”


    As she complied she smiled and winked at me. And so the pair departed — he shuffling carefully with his bandy legs, and she watching her steps as though at any moment she might collapse on to her left side.


    Thenceforth, Felitzata visited Vologonov almost daily; and once during the time of two hours or so that the pair were occupied in drinking tea I heard, through the partition-wall, the old man say in vigorous, level, didactical tones:


    “These tales and rumours ought not to be dismissed save with caution. At least ought they to be given the benefit of the doubt. For, though all that he says may SEEM to us unintelligible, there may yet be enshrined therein a meaning, such as—”


    “You say a meaning?”


    “Yes, a meaning which, eventually, will be vouchsafed to you in a vision. For example, you may one day see issue from a dense forest a man of God, and hear him cry aloud: Felitzata, Oh servant of God, Oh sinner most dark of soul—”


    “What a croaking, to be sure!”


    “Be silent! No nonsense! Do you blame yourself rather than sing your own praises. And in that vision you may hear the man of God cry: ‘Felitzata, go you forth and do that which one who shall meet you may request you to perform!’ And, having gone forth, you may find the man of God to be the monk whom we have spoken of.”


    “A-a-ah!” the woman drawled with an air of being about to say something more.


    “Come, fool!”


    “You see—”


    “Have I, this time, abused you?”


    “No, but—”


    “I have an idea that the man of God will be holding a crook.”


    “Of course,” assented Felitzata.


    Similarly, on another occasion, did I hear Antipa mutter confidentially to his companion:


    “The fact that all his sayings are so simple is not a favourable sign. For, you see, they do not harmonise with the affair in its entirety — in such a connection words should be mysterious, and so, able to be interpreted in more than one way, seeing that the more meanings words possess, the more are those words respected and heeded by mankind.”


    “Why so?” queried Felitzata.


    “Why so?” re-echoed Vologonov irritably. “Are we not, then, to respect ANYONE or ANYTHING? Only he is worthy of respect who does not harm his fellows; and of those who do not harm their fellows there are but few. To this point you must pay attention — you must teach him words of variable import, words more abstract, as well as more sonorous.”


    “But I know no such words.”


    “I will repeat to you a few, and every night, when he goes to bed, you shall repeat them to HIM. For example: ‘Adom ispolneni, pokaites’[Do ye people who are filled with venom repent]. And mark that the exact words of the Church be adhered to. For instance, ‘Dushenbitzi, pozhaleite Boga, okayannie,’ [Murderers of the soul, accursed ones, repent ye before God.] must be said rather than ‘Dushenbitzi, pozhaleite Boga, okayanni,’ since the latter, though the shorter form, is also not the correct one. But perhaps I had better instruct the lad myself.”


    “Certainly that would be the better plan.”


    So from that time onwards Vologonov fell to stopping Nilushka in the street, and repeating to him something or another in his kindly fashion. Once he even took him by the hand, and, leading him to his room, and giving him something to cat, said persuasively:


    “Say this after me. ‘Do not hasten, Oh ye people.’ Try if you can say that.”


    “‘A lantern,’” began Nilushka civilly.


    “‘A lantern?’ Yes. Well, go on, and say, ‘I am a lantern unto thee—”


    “I want to sing, it.”


    “There is no need for that, though presently you shall sing it. For the moment your task is to learn the correct speaking of things. So say after me—”


    “O Lo-ord, have mercy!” came in a quiet, thoughtful chant from the idiot. Whereafter he added in the coaxing tone of a child:


    “We shall all of us have to die.”


    “Yes, but come, come!” expostulated Vologonov. “What are you blurting out NOW? That much I know without your telling me — always have I known, little friend, that each of us is hastening towards his death. Yet your want of understanding exceeds what should be.”


    “Dogs run-”


    “Dogs? Now, enough, little fellow.”


    “Dogs run like chickens. They run here, in the ravine,” continued Nilushka in the murmuring accents of a child of three.


    “Nevertheless,” mused Vologonov, “even that seeming nothing of his may mean something. Yes, there may lie in it a great deal. Now, say: ‘Perdition will arise before him who shall hasten.’”


    “No, I want to SING something.”


    With a splutter Vologonov said:


    “Truly you are a difficult subject to deal with!”


    And with that he fell to pacing the floor with long, thoughtful strides as the idiot’s voice cried in quavering accents:


    “O Lo-ord, have me-ercy upon us!”


    
      

    


    Thus the winsome Nilushka proved indispensable to the foul, mean, unhealthy life of the suburb. Of that life he coloured and rounded off the senselessness, the ugliness, the superfluity. He resembled an apple hanging forgotten on a gnarled old worm-eaten tree, whence all the fruit and the leaves have fallen until only the branches wave in the autumn wind. Rather, he resembled a sole-surviving picture in the pages of a ragged, soiled old book which has neither a beginning nor an ending, and therefore can no longer be read, is no longer worth the reading, since now its pages contain nothing intelligible.


    And as smiling his gracious smile, the lad’s pathetic, legendary figure flitted past the mouldy buts and cracked fences and riotous beds of nettles, there would readily recur to the memory, and succeed one another, visions of some of the finer and more reputable personages of Russian lore — there would file before one’s mental vision, in endless sequence, men whose biographies inform us how, in fear for their souls, they left the life of the world, and, hieing them to the forests and the caves, abandoned mankind for the wild things of nature. And at the same time would there recur to one’s memory poems concerning the blind and the poor-in particular, the poem concerning Alexei the Man of God, and all the multitude of other fair, but unsubstantial, forms wherein Russia has embodied her sad and terrified soul, her humble and protesting grief. Yet it was a process to depress one almost to the point of distraction.


    Once, forgetting that Nilushka was imbecile, I conceived an irrepressible desire to talk with him, and to read him good poetry, and to tell him both of the world’s youthful hopes and of my own personal thoughts.


    The occasion happened on a day when, as I was sitting on the edge of the ravine, and dangling my legs over the ravine’s depths, the lad came floating towards me as though on air. In his hands, with their fingers as slender as a girl’s, he was holding a large leaf; and as he gazed at it the smile of his clear blue eyes was, as it were, pervading him from head to foot.


    “Whither, Nilushka?” said I.


    With a start he raised his head and eyes heavenward. Then timidly he glanced at the blue shadow of the ravine, and extended to me his leaf, over the veins of which there was crawling a ladybird.


    “A bukan,” he observed.


    “It is so. And whither are you going to take it?”


    “We shall all of us die. I was going to take and bury it.”


    “But it is alive; and one does not bury things before they are dead.”


    Nilushka closed and opened his eyes once or twice.


    “I should like to sing something,” he remarked.


    “Rather, do you SAY something.”


    He glanced at the ravine again — his pink nostrils quivering and dilating — then sighed as though he was weary, and in all unconsciousness muttered a foul expression. As he did so I noticed that on the portion of his neck below his right ear there was a large birthmark, and that, covered with golden down like velvet, and resembling in shape a bee, it seemed to be endowed with a similitude of life, through the faint beating of a vein in its vicinity.


    Presently the ladybird raised her upper wings as though she were preparing for flight; whereupon Nilushka sought with a finger to detain her, and, in so doing, let fall the leaf, and enabled the insect to detach itself and fly away at a low level. Upon that, bending forward with arms outstretched, the idiot went softly in pursuit, much as though he himself were launching his body into leisurely flight, but, when ten paces away, stopped, raised his face to heaven, and, with arms pendent before him, and the palms of his hands turned outwards as though resting on something which I could not see, remained fixed and motionless.


    From the ravine there were tending upwards towards the sunlight some green sprigs of willow, with dull yellow flowers and a clump of grey wormwood, while the damp cracks which seamed the clay of the ravine were lined with round leaves of the “mother-stepmother plant,” and round about us little birds were hovering, and from both the bushes and the bed of the ravine there was ascending the moist smell of decay. Yet over our heads the sky was clear, as the sun, now sole occupant of the heavens, declined slowly in the direction of the dark marshes across the river; only above the roofs of Zhitnaia Street could there be seen fluttering about in alarm a flock of snow-white pigeons, while waving below them was the black besom which had, as it were, swept them into the air, and from afar one could hear the sound of an angry murmur, the mournful, mysterious murmur of the town.


    Whiningly, like an old man, a child of the suburb was raising its voice in lamentation; and as I listened to the sound, it put me in mind of a clerk reading Vespers amid the desolation of an empty church. Presently a brown dog passed us with shaggy head despondently pendent, and eyes as beautiful as those of a drunken woman.


    And, to complete the picture, there was standing — outlined against the nearest shanty of the suburb, a shanty which lay at the extreme edge of the ravine-there was standing, face to the sun, and back to the town, as though preparing for flight, the straight, slender form of the boy who, while alien to all, caressed all with the eternally incomprehensible smile of his angel-like eyes. Yes, that golden birthmark so like a bee I can see to this day!


    
      

    


    Two weeks later, on a Sunday at mid-day, Nilushka passed into the other world. That day, after returning home from late Mass, and handing to his mother a couple of wafers which had been given him as a mark of charity, the lad said:


    “Mother, please lay out my bed on the chest, for I think that I am going to lie down for the last time.”


    Yet the words in no way surprised Felitzata, for he had often before remarked, before retiring to rest:


    “Some day we shall all of us have to die.”


    At the same time, whereas, on previous occasions, Nilushka had never gone to sleep without first of all singing to himself his little song, and then chanting the eternal, universal “Lord, have mercy upon us!” he, on this occasion, merely folded his hands upon his breast, closed his eyes, and relapsed into slumber.


    That day Felitzata had dinner, and then departed on business of her own; and when she returned in the evening, she was astonished to find that her son was still asleep. Next, on looking closer at him, she perceived that he was dead.


    “I looked,” she related plaintively to some of the suburban residents who came running to her cot, “and perceived his little feet to be blue; and since it was only just before Mass that I had washed his hands with soap, I remarked the more readily that his feet were become less white than his hands. And when I felt one of those hands, I found that it had stiffened.”


    On Felitzata’s face, as she recounted this, there was manifest a nervous expression. Likewise, her features were a trifle flushed. Yet gleaming also through the tears in her languorous eyes there was a sense of relief — one might almost have said a sense of joy.


    “Next,” continued she, “I looked closer still, and then fell on my knees before the body, sobbing: ‘Oh my darling, whither art thou fled? Oh God, wherefore hast Thou taken him from me?’”


    Here Felitzata inclined her head upon her left shoulder contracted her brows over her mischievous eyes, clasped her hands to her breast, and fell into the lament:


    Oh, gone is my dove, my radiant moon!

    O star of mine eyes, thou hast set too soon!

    In darksome depths thy light lies drown’d,

    And time must yet complete its round,

    And the trump of the Second Advent sound,

    Ere ever my —


    
      
    


    “Here, you! Hold your tongue!” grunted Vologonov irritably.


    For myself, I had, that day, been walking in the forest, until, as I returned, I was brought up short before the windows of Felitzata’s cot by the fact that some of the erstwhile turbulent denizens of the suburb were whispering softly together as, with an absence of all noise, they took turns to raise themselves on tiptoe, and, craning their necks, to peer into one of the black window-spaces. Yes, like bees on the step of a hive did they look, and on the great majority of faces, and in the great majority of eyes, there was quivering an air of tense, nervous expectancy.


    Only Vologonov was nudging Felitzata, and saying to her in a loud, authoritative tone:


    “Very ready are you to weep, but I should like first to hear the exact circumstances of the lad’s death.”


    Thus invited, the woman wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her bodice, licked her lips, heaved a prolonged sigh, and fell to regarding Antipa’s red, hardbitten face with the cheerful, unabashed glance of a person who is under the influence of liquor. From under her white head-band there had fallen over her temples and her right cheek a few wisps of golden hair; and indeed, as she drew herself up, and tossed her head and bosom, and smoothed out and stretched the creases in her bodice, she looked less than her years. Everyone now fell to eyeing her in an attentive silence, though not, it would seem, without a touch of envy.


    Abruptly, sternly, the old man inquired:


    “Did the lad ever complain of ill-health?”


    “No, never,” Felitzata replied. “Never once did he speak of it — never once.”


    “And he had not been beaten?”


    “Oh, how can you ask me such a thing, and especially seeing that, that — ?”


    “I did not say beaten by YOU.”


    “Well, I cannot answer for anyone else, but at least had he no mark on his body, seeing that when I lifted the smock I could find nothing save for scratches on legs and back.”


    Her tone now had in it a new ring, a ring of increased assurance, and when she had finished she closed her bright eyes languidly before heaving a soft, as it were, voluptuous, and, withal, very audible sigh.


    Someone here murmured:


    “She DID use to beat him.”


    “What?”


    “At all events she used to lose her temper with him.”


    This led to the putting of a further dozen or so of leading questions; whereafter Antipa, for a while, preserved a suggestive silence, and the crowd too remained silent, as though it had suddenly been lulled to slumber. Only at long last, and with a clearing of his throat, did Antipa say:


    “Friends, we must suppose that God, of His infinite Mercy, has vouchsafed to us here a special visitation, in that, as all of us have perceived, a lad bereft of wit, the same radiant lad whom all of us have known, has here abided in the closest of communion with the Blessed Dispenser of life on earth.”


    Then I moved away, for upon my heart there was pressing a burden of unendurable sorrow, and I was yearning, oh, so terribly, to see Nilushka once more.


    The back portion of Felitzata’s cot stood a little sunken into the ground, so that the front portion had its cold window panes and raised sash tilted a trifle towards the remote heavens. I bent my head, and entered by the open door. Near the threshold Nilushka was lying on a narrow chest against the wall. The folds of a dark-red pillow of fustian under the head set off to perfection the pale blue tint of his round, innocent face under its corona of golden curls; and though the eyes were closed, and the lips pressed tightly together, he still seemed to be smiling in his old quiet, but joyous, way. In general, the tall, thin figure on the mattress of dark felt, with its bare legs, and its slender hands and wrists folded across the breast, reminded me less of an angel than of a certain image of the Holy Child with which a blackened old ikon had rendered me familiar from my boyhood upwards.


    Everything amid the purple gloom was still. Even the flies were forbearing to buzz. Only from the street was there grating through the shaded window the strong, roguish voice of Felitzata as it traced the strange, lugubrious word-pattern:


    With my bosom pressed to the warm, grey earth,

    To thee, grey earth, to thee, Oh my mother of old,

    I beseech thee, I who am a mother like thee,

    And a mother in pain, to enfold in thy arms

    This my son, this my dead son, this my ruby,

    This my drop of my heart’s blood, this my —


    
      
    


    Suddenly I caught sight of Antipa standing in the doorway. He was wiping his eyes with the back of his hand. Presently in a gruff and unsteady voice he said:


    “It is all very fine for you to weep, good woman, but the present is not the right moment to sing such verses as those — they were meant, rather, to be sung in a graveyard at the side of a tomb. Well, tell me everything without reserve. Important is it that I should know EVERYTHING.”


    Whereafter, having crossed himself with a faltering hand, he carefully scrutinised the corpse, and at last let his eyes halt upon the lad’s sweet features. Then he muttered sadly:


    “How extraordinarily he has grown! Yes, death has indeed enlarged him! Ah, well, so be it! Soon I too shall have to be stretching myself out. Oh that it were now!”


    Then with cautious movements of his deformed fingers he straightened the folds of the lad’s smock, and drew it over the legs. Whereafter he pressed his flushed lips to the hem of the garment.


    Said I to him at that moment:


    “What is it that you have been wanting of him? Why is it that you have been trying to teach him strange words?”


    Straightening himself, and glancing at me with dim eyes, Antipa repeated:


    “What is it that I have been wanting of him?” To the repetition he added with manifest sincerity, though also with a self-depreciatory movement of the head:


    “To tell the truth, I scarcely know WHAT it is that I have been wanting of him. By God I do not. Yet, as one speaking the truth in the presence of death, I say that never during my long lifetime had I so desired aught else.... Yes, I have waited and waited for fortune to reveal it to me; and ever has fortune remained mute and tongueless. Foolish was it of me to have expected otherwise, to have expected, for instance, that some day there might occur something marvellous, something unlooked-for.”


    With a short laugh, he indicated the corpse with his eyes, and continued more firmly:


    “Yes, bootless was it to have expected anything from such a source as that. Never, despite one’s wishes, was anything possible of acquisition thence... This is usually the case. Felitzata, as a clever woman indeed (albeit one cold of heart), was for having her son accounted a God’s fool, and thereby gaining some provision against her old age.”


    “But you yourself were the person who suggested that? You yourself wished it?”


    “I?”


    Presently, thrusting his hands up his sleeves, he added dully and brokenly:


    “Yes, I DID wish it. Why not, indeed, seeing that at least it would have brought comfort to the poor people of this place? Sometimes I feel very sorry for them with their bitter, troublous lives — lives which may be the lives of rogues and villains, yet are lives which have produced amongst us a pravednik,” [A “just person,” a human being without sin].


    All the evening sky was now aflame. Upon the ear there fell the mournful lament:


    When snow has veiled the earth in white, The snowy plain the wild wolves tread. They wail for the cheering warmth of spring As I bewail the bairn that’s dead.


    Vologonov listened for a moment. Then he said firmly:


    “These are mere accesses of impulse which come upon her. And that is only what might be expected. Even as in song or in vice there is no holding her, so remorse, when it has fastened upon such a woman’s heart, will know no bounds. I may tell you that on one occasion two young merchants took her, stripped her stark naked, and drove her in their carriage down Zhitnaia Street, with themselves sitting on the seats of the vehicle, and Felitzata standing upright between them — yes, in a state of nudity! Thereafter they beat her almost to death.”


    As I stepped out into the dark, narrow vestibule, Antipa, who was following me, muttered:


    “Such a lament as hers could come only of genuine grief.”


    We found Felitzata in front of the hut, with her back covering the window. There, with hands pressed to her bosom, and her skirt all awry, she was straining her dishevelled head towards the heavens, while the evening breeze, stirring her fine auburn hair, scattered it promiscuously over her flushed, sharply-defined features and wildly protruding eyes. A bizarre, pitiable, and extraordinary figure did she cut as she wailed in a throaty voice which constantly gathered strength:


    Oh winds of ice, winds cruel and rude, Press on my heart till its throbbings fail! Arrest the current of my blood! Turn these hot melting tears to hail!


    Before her there was posted a knot of women, compassionate contemplators of the singer’s distracted, grief-wrought features. Through the ravine’s dark opening I could see the sun sinking below the suburb before plunging into the marshy forest and having his disk pierced by sharp, black tips of pine trees. Already everything around him was red. Already, seemingly, he had been wounded, and was bleeding to death.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    THE CEMETERY


    
      
    


    In a town of the steppes where I found life exceedingly dull, the best and the brightest spot was the cemetery. Often did I use to walk there, and once it happened that I fell asleep on some thick, rich, sweet-smelling grass in a cradle-like hollow between two tombs.


    From that sleep I was awakened with the sound of blows being struck against the ground near my head. The concussion of them jarred me not a little, as the earth quivered and tinkled like a bell. Raising myself to a sitting posture, I found sleep still so heavy upon me that at first my eyes remained blinded with unfathomable darkness, and could not discern what the matter was. The only thing that I could see amid the golden glare of the June sunlight was a wavering blur which at intervals seemed to adhere to a grey cross, and to make it give forth a succession of soft creaks.


    Presently, however — against my wish, indeed — that wavering blur resolved itself into a little, elderly man. Sharp-featured, with a thick, silvery tuft of hair beneath his under lip, and a bushy white moustache curled in military fashion, on his upper, he was using the cross as a means of support as, with his disengaged hand outstretched, and sawing the air, he dug his foot repeatedly into the ground, and, as he did so, bestowed upon me sundry dry, covert glances from the depths of a pair of dark eyes.


    “What have you got there?” I inquired.


    “A snake,” he replied in an educated bass voice, and with a rugged forefinger he pointed downwards; whereupon I perceived that wriggling on the path at his feet and convulsively whisking its tail, there was an echidna.


    “Oh, it is only a grassworm,” I said vexedly.


    The old man pushed away the dull, iridescent, rope-like thing with the toe of his boot, raised a straw hat in salute, and strode firmly onwards.


    “I thank you,” I called out; whereupon, he replied without looking behind him:


    “If the thing really WAS a grassworm, of course there was no danger.”


    Then he disappeared among the tombstones.


    Looking at the sky, I perceived the time to be about five o’clock.


    The steppe wind was sighing over the tombs, and causing long stems of grass to rock to and fro, and freighting the heated air with the silken rustling of birches and limes and other trees, and leading one to detect amid the humming of summer a note of quiet grief eminently calculated to evoke lofty, direct thoughts concerning life and one’s fellow-men.


    Veiling with greenery, grey and white tombstones worn with the snows of winter, crosses streaked with marks of rain, and the wall with which the graveyard was encircled, the rank vegetation served to also conceal the propinquity of a slovenly, clamorous town which lay coated with rich, sooty grime amid an atmosphere of dust and smells.


    As I set off for a ramble among the tombs and tangled grass, I could discern through openings in the curtain of verdure a belfry’s gilded cross which reared itself solemnly over crosses and memorials. At the foot of those memorials the sacramental vestment of the cemetery was studded with a kaleidoscopic sheen of flowers over which bees and wasps were so hovering and humming that the grass’s sad, prayerful murmur seemed charged with a song of life which yet did not hinder reflections on death. Fluttering above me on noiseless wing were birds the flight of which sometimes made me start, and stand wondering whether the object before my gaze was really a bird or not: and everywhere the shimmer of gilded sunlight was setting the close-packed graveyard in a quiver which made the mounds of its tombs reminiscent of a sea when, after a storm, the wind has fallen, and all the green level is an expanse of smooth, foamless billows.


    Beyond the wall of the cemetery the blue void of the firmament was pierced with smoky chimneys of oil-mills and soap factories, the roofs of which showed up like particoloured stains against the darker rags and tatters of other buildings; while blinking in the sunlight I could discern clatter-emitting, windows which looked to me like watchful eyes. Only on the nearer side of the wall was a sparse strip of turf dotted over with ragged, withered, tremulous stems, and beyond this, again, lay the site of a burnt building which constituted a black patch of earth-heaps, broken stoves, dull grey ashes, and coal dust. To heaven gaped the black, noisome mouths of burning-pits wherein the more economical citizens were accustomed nightly to get rid of the contents of their dustbins. Among the tall stems of steppe grass waved large, glossy leaves of ergot; in the sunlight splinters of broken glass sparkled as though they were laughing; and, from two spots in the dark brown plot which formed a semicircle around the cemetery, there projected, like teeth, two buildings the new yellow paint of which nevertheless made them look mean and petty amid the tangle of rubbish, pigweed, groundsel, and dock.


    Indolently roaming hither and thither, a few speckled hens resembled female pedlars, and some pompous red cockerels a troupe of firemen; in the orifices of the burning-pits a number of mournful-eyed, homeless dogs were lying sheltered; among the shoots of the steppe scrub some lean cats were stalking sparrows; and a band of children who were playing hide-and-seek among the orifices above-mentioned presented, a pitiful sight as they went skipping over the filthy earth, disappearing in the crevices among the piles of heaped-up dirt.


    Beyond the site of the burnt-out building there stretched a series of mean, close-packed huts which, crammed exclusively with needy folk, stood staring, with their dim, humble eyes of windows, at the crumbling bricks of the cemetery wall, and the dense mass of trees which that wall enclosed. Here, in one such hut, had I myself a lodging in a diminutive attic, which not only smelt of lamp-oil, but stood in a position to have wafted to it the least gasp or ejaculation on the part of my landlord, Iraklei Virubov, a clerk in the local treasury. In short, I could never glance out of the window at the cemetery on the other side of the strip of dead, burnt, polluted earth without reflecting that, by comparison, that cemetery was a place of sheer beauty, a place of ceaseless attraction.


    And ever, that day, as though he had been following me, could there be sighted among the tombs the dark figure of the old man who had so abruptly awakened me from slumber; and since his straw hat reflected the sunlight as brilliantly as the disk of a sunflower as it meandered hither and thither, I, in my turn, found myself following him, though thinking, all the while, of Iraklei Virubov. Only a week was it since Iraklei’s wife, a thin, shrewish, long-nosed woman with green and catlike eyes, had set forth on a pilgrimage to Kiev, and Iraklei had hastened to import into the hut a stout, squint-eyed damsel whom he had introduced to me as his “niece by marriage.”


    “She was baptised Evdokia,” he had said on the occasion referred to. “Usually, however, I call her Dikanka. Pray be friendly with her, but remember, also, that she is not a person with whom to take liberties.”


    Large, round-shouldered, and clean-shaven like a chef, Virubov was for ever hitching up breeches which had slipped from a stomach ruined with surfeits of watermelon. And always were his fat lips parted as though athirst, and perpetually had he in his colourless eyes an expression of insatiable hunger.


    One evening I overheard a dialogue to the following effect.


    “Dikanka, pray come and scratch my back. Yes, between the shoulder-blades. O-o-oh, that is it. My word, how strong you are!”


    Whereat Dikanka had laughed shrilly. And only when I had moved my chair, and thrown down my book, had the laughter and unctuous whispering died away, and given place to a whisper of:


    “Holy Father Nicholas, pray for us unto God! Is the supper kvas ready, Dikanka?”


    And softly the pair had departed to the kitchen — there to grunt and squeal once more like a couple of pigs....


    The old man with the grey moustache stepped over the turf with the elastic stride of youth, until at length he halted before a large monument in drab granite, and stood reading the inscription thereon. Featured not altogether in accordance with the Russian type, he had on a dark-blue jacket, a turned-down collar, and a black stock finished off with a large bow — the latter contrasting agreeably with the thick, silvery, as it were molten, chin-tuft. Also, from the centre of a fierce moustache there projected a long and gristly nose, while over the grey skin of his cheeks there ran a network of small red veins. In the act of raising his hand to his hat (presumably for the purpose of saluting the dead), he, after conning the dark letters of the inscription on the tomb, turned a sidelong eye upon myself; and since I found the fact embarrassing, I frowned, and passed onward, full, still, of thoughts of the street where I was residing and where I desired to fathom the mean existence eked out by Virubov and his “niece.”


    As usual, the tombs were also being patrolled by Pimesha, otherwise Pimen Krozootov, a bibulous, broken-down ex-merchant who used to spend his time in stumbling and falling about the graves in search of the supposed resting-place of his wife. Bent of body, Pimesha had a small, bird-like face over-grown with grey down, the eyes of a sick rabbit, and, in general, the appearance of having undergone a chewing by a set of sharp teeth. For the past three years he had thus been roaming the cemetery, though his legs were too weak to support his undersized, shattered body; and whenever he caught his foot he fell, and for long could not rise, but lay gasping and fumbling among the grass, and rooting it up, and sniffing with a nose as sharp and red as though the skin had been flayed from it. True, his wife had been buried at Novotchevkassk, a thousand versts away, but Pimen refused to credit the fact, and always, on being told it, stuttered with much blinking of his wet, faded eyes: “Natasha? Natasha is here.”


    Also, there used to visit the spot, well-nigh daily, a Madame Christoforov, a tall old lady who, wearing black spectacles and a plain grey, shroudlike dress that was trimmed with black velvet, never failed to have a stick between her abnormally long fingers. Wizened of face, with cheeks hanging down like bags, and a knot of grey, rather, grey-green, hair combed over her temples from under a lace scarf, and almost concealing her ears, this lady pursued her way with deliberation, and entire assurance, and yielded the path to no one whom she might encounter. I have an idea that there lay buried there a son who had been killed in a roisterers’ brawl.


    Another habitual visitor was thin-legged, short-sighted Aulic Councillor Praotzev, ex-schoolmaster. With a book stuffed into the pocket of his canvas pea-jacket, a white umbrella grasped in his red hand, and a smile extending to ears as sharp and pointed as a rabbit’s, he could, any Sunday after dinner, be seen skipping from tomb to tomb, with his umbrella brandished like a white flag soliciting terms of peace with death.


    And, on returning home before the bell rang for Vespers, he would find that a crowd of boys had collected outside his garden wall; whereupon, dancing about him like puppies around a stork, they would fall to shouting in various merry keys:


    “The Councillor, the Councillor! Who was it that fell in love with Madame Sukhinikh, and then fell into the pond?”


    Losing his temper, and opening a great mouth, until he looked like an old rook which is about to caw, the Councillor would stamp his foot several times, as though preparing to dance to the boys’ shouting, and lower his head, grasp his umbrella like a bayonet, and charge at the lads with a panting shout of:


    “I’ll tell your fathers! Oh, I’ll tell your mothers!”


    As for the Madame Sukhinikh, referred to, she was an old beggar-woman who, the year round, and in all weathers, sat on a little bench beside the cemetery wicket, and stuck to it like a stone. Her large face, a face rendered bricklike by years of inebriety, was covered with dark blotches born of frostbite, alcoholic inflammation, sunburn, and exposure to wind, and her eyes were perpetually in a state of suppuration. Never did anyone pass her but she proffered a wooden cup in a suppliant hand, and cried hoarsely, rather as though she were cursing the person concerned:


    “Give something for Christ’s sake! Give in memory of your kinsfolk there!”


    Once an unexpected storm blew in from the steppes, and brought a downpour which, overtaking the old woman on her way home, caused her, her sight being poor, to fall into a pond, whence Praotzev attempted to rescue her, and into which, in the end, he slipped himself. From that day onwards he was twitted on the subject by the boys of the town.


    Other frequenters of the cemetery I see before me — dark, silent figures, figures of persons whom still unsevered cords of memory seemed to have bound to the place for the rest of their lives, and compelled to wander, like unburied corpses, in quest of suitable tombs. Yes, they were persons whom life had rejected, and death, as yet, refused to accept.


    Also, at times there would emerge from the long grass a homeless dog with large, sullen eyes, eyes startling at once in their intelligence and in their absolute Ishmaelitism — until one almost expected to hear issue from the animal’s mouth reproaches couched in human language.


    And sometimes the dog would still remain halted in the cemetery as, with tail lowered, it swayed its shelterless, shaggy head to and fro with an air of profound reflection, while occasionally venting a subdued, long-drawn yelp or howl.


    Again, among the dense old lime trees, there would be scurrying an unseen mob of starlings and jackdaws whose young would, meanwhile, maintain a soft, hungry piping, a sort of gently persuasive, chirruping chorus; until in autumn, when the wind had stripped bare the boughs, these birds’ black nests would come to look like mouldy, rag-swathed heads of human beings which someone had torn from their bodies and flung into the trees, to hang for ever around the white, sugarloaf-shaped church of the martyred St. Barbara. During that autumn season, indeed, everything in the cemetery’s vicinity looked sad and tarnished, and the wind would wail about the place, and sigh like a lover who has been driven mad through bereavement....


    Suddenly the old man halted before me on the path, and, sternly extending a hand towards a white stone monument near us, read aloud:


    “‘Under this cross there lies buried the body of the respected citizen and servant of God, Diomid Petrovitch Ussov,’” etc., etc.


    Whereafter the old man replaced his hat, thrust his hands into the pockets of his pea-jacket, measured me with eyes dark in colour, but exceptionally clear for his time of life, and said:


    “It would seem that folk could find nothing to say of this man beyond that he was a ‘servant of God.’ Now, how can a servant be worthy of honour at the hand of ‘citizens’?”


    “Possibly he was an ascetic,” was my hazarded conjecture; whereupon the old man rejoined with a stamp of his foot:


    “Then in such case one ought to write—”


    “To write what?”


    “To write EVERYTHING, in fullest possible detail.”


    And with the long, firm stride of a soldier my interlocutor passed onwards towards a more remote portion of the cemetery — myself walking, this time, beside him. His stature placed his head on a level with my shoulder only, and caused his straw hat to conceal his features. Hence, since I wished to look at him as he discoursed, I found myself forced to walk with head bent, as though I had been escorting a woman.


    “No, that is not the way to do it,” presently he continued in the soft, civil voice of one who has a complaint to present. “Any such proceeding is merely a mark of barbarism — of a complete lack of observation of men and life.”


    With a hand taken from one of his pockets, he traced a large circle in the air.


    “Do you know the meaning of that?” he inquired.


    “Its meaning is death,” was my diffident reply, made with a shrug of the shoulders.


    A shake of his head disclosed to me a keen, agreeable, finely cut face as he pronounced the following Slavonic words:


    “‘Smertu smert vsekonechnie pogublena bwist.’” [Death hath been for ever overthrown by death.”]


    “Do you know that passage?” he added presently.


    Yet it was in silence that we walked the next ten paces — he threading his way along the rough, grassy path at considerable speed. Suddenly he halted, raised his hat from his head, and proffered me a hand.


    “Young man,” he said, “let us make one another’s better acquaintance. I am Lieutenant Savva Yaloylev Khorvat, formerly of the State Remount Establishment, subsequently of the Department of Imperial Lands. I am a man who, after never having been found officially remiss, am living in honourable retirement — a man at once a householder, a widower, and a person of hasty temper.”


    Then, after a pause, he added:


    “Vice-Governor Khorvat of Tambov is my brother — a younger brother; he being fifty-five, and I sixty-one, si-i-ixty one.”


    His speech was rapid, but as precise as though no mistake was permissible in its delivery.


    “Also,” he continued, “as a man cognisant of every possible species of cemetery, I am much dissatisfied with this one. In fact, never satisfied with such places am I.”


    Here he brandished his fist in the air, and described a large arc over the crosses.


    “Let us sit down,” he said, “and I will explain things.”


    So, after that we had seated ourselves on a bench beside a white oratory, and Lieutenant Khorvat had taken off his hat, and with a blue handkerchief wiped his forehead and the thick silvery hair which bristled from the knobs of his scalp, he continued:


    “Mark you well the word kladbistche.” [The word, though customarily used for cemetery, means, primarily, a treasure-house.] Here he nudged me with his elbow — continuing, thereafter, more softly: “In a kladbisiche one might reasonably look for kladi, for treasures of intellect and enlightenment. Yet what do we find? Only that which is offensive and insulting. All of us does it insult, for thereby is an insult paid to all who, in life, are bearing still their ‘cross and burden.’ You too will, one day, be insulted by the system, even as shall I. Do you understand? I repeat, ‘their cross and burden’ — the sense of the words being that, life being hard and difficult, we ought to honour none but those who STILL are bearing their trials, or bearing trials for you and me. Now, THESE folk here have ceased to possess consciousness.”


    Each time that the old man waved his hat in his excitement, its small shadow, bird-like, flew along the narrow path, and over the cross, and, finally, disappeared in the direction of the town.


    Next, distending his ruddy cheeks, twitching his moustache, and regarding me covertly out of boylike eyes, the Lieutenant resumed:


    “Probably you are thinking, ‘The man with whom I have to deal is old and half-witted.’ But no, young fellow; that is not so, for long before YOUR time had I taken the measure of life. Regard these memorials. ARE they memorials? For what do they commemorate as concerns you and myself? They commemorate, in that respect, nothing. No, they are not memorials; they are merely passports or testimonials conferred upon itself by human stupidity. Under a given cross there may lie a Maria, and under another one a Daria, or an Alexei, or an Evsei, or someone else — all ‘servants of God,’ but not otherwise particularised. An outrage this, sir! For in this place folk who have lived their difficult portion of life on earth are seen robbed of that record of their existences, which ought to have been preserved for your and my instruction. Yes, A DESCRIPTION OF THE LIFE LIVED BY A MAN is what matters. A tomb might then become even more interesting than a novel. Do you follow me?”


    “Not altogether,” I rejoined.


    He heaved a very audible sigh.


    “It should be easy enough,” was his remark. “To begin with, I am NOT a ‘servant of God.’ Rather, I am a man intelligently, of set purpose, keeping God’s holy commandments so far as lies within my power. And no one, not even God, has any right to demand of me more than I can give. That is so, is it not?”


    I nodded.


    “There!” the Lieutenant cried briskly as, cocking his hat, he assumed a still more truculent air. Then, spreading out his hands, he growled in his flexible bass:


    “What is this cemetery? It is merely a place of show.”


    At this moment, for some reason or another, there occurred to me an incident which involved the figure of Iraklei Virubov, the figure which had carpet slippers on its ponderous feet, thick lips, a greedy mouth, deceitful eyes, and a frame so huge and cavernous that the dapper little Lieutenant could have stepped into it complete.


    The day had been a Sunday, and the hour eventide. On the burnt plot of ground some broken glass had been emitting a reddish gleam, shoots of ergot had been diffusing their gloss, children shouting at play, dogs trotting backwards and forwards, and all things, seemingly, faring well, sunken in the stillness of the portion of the town adjoining the rolling, vacant steppe, with, above them, only the sky’s level, dull-blue canopy, and around them, only the cemetery, like an island amidst a sea.


    With Virubov, I had been sitting on a bench near the wicket-gate of his hut, as intermittently he had screwed his lecherous eyes in the direction of the stout, ox-eyed lacemaker, Madame Ezhov, who, after disposing of her form on a bank hard-by, had fallen to picking lice out of the curls of her eight-year-old Petka Koshkodav. Presently, as swiftly she had rummaged the boy’s hair with fingers grown used to such rapid movement, she had said to her husband (a dealer in second-hand articles), who had been seated within doors, and therefore rendered invisible — she had said with oily derision:


    “Oh, yes, you bald-headed old devil, you! Of course you got your price. Ye-es. Then, fool, you ought to have had a slipper smacked across that Kalmuck snout of yours. Talk of my price, indeed!”


    Upon this Virubov had remarked with a sigh, and in sluggish, sententious tones:


    “To grant the serfs emancipation was a sheer mistake. I am a humble enough servant of my country, yet I can see the truth of what I have stated, since it follows as a matter of course. What ought to have been done is that all the estates of the landowners should have been conveyed to the Tsar. Beyond a doubt that is so. Then both the peasantry and the townsfolk, the whole people, in short, would have had but a single landlord. For never can the people live properly so long as it is ignorant of the point where it stands; and since it loves authority, it loves to have over it an autocratic force, for its control. Always can it be seen seeking such a force.”


    Then, bending forward, and infusing into each softly uttered word a perfect lusciousness of falsity, Virubov had added to his neighbour:


    “Take, for example, the working-woman who stands free of every tie.”


    “How do I stand free of anything?” the neighbour had retorted, in complete readiness for a quarrel.


    “Oh, I am not speaking in your despite, Pavlushka, but to your credit,” hastily Virubov had protested.


    “Then keep your blandishments for that heifer, your ‘niece,’” had been Madame Ezhov’s response.


    Upon this Virubov had risen heavily, and remarked as he moved away towards the courtyard:


    “All folk need to be supervised by an autocratic eye.”


    Thereafter had followed a bout of choice abuse between his neighbour and his “niece,” while Virubov himself, framed in the wicket-gate, and listening to the contest, had smacked his lips as he gazed at the pair, and particularly at Madame Ezhov. At the beginning of the bout Dikanka had screeched:


    “It is my opinion, it is my opinion, that—”


    “Don’t treat me to any of YOUR slop!” the long-fanged Pavla had interrupted for the benefit of the street in general. And thus had the affair continued....


    Lieutenant Khorvat blew the fag-end of his cigarette from his mouthpiece, glanced at me, and said with seemingly, a not over-civil, twitch of his bushy moustache:


    “Of what are you thinking, if I might inquire?”


    “I am trying to understand you.”


    “You ought not to find that difficult,” was his rejoinder as again he doffed his hat, and fanned his face with it. “The whole thing may be summed up in two words. It is that we lack respect both for ourselves and for our fellow men. Do you follow me NOW?”


    His eyes had grown once more young and clear, and, seizing my hand in his strong and agreeably warm fingers, he continued:


    “Why so? For the very simple reason that I cannot respect myself when I can learn nothing, simply nothing, about my fellows.”


    Moving nearer to me, he added in a mysterious undertone:


    “In this Russia of ours none of us really knows why he has come into existence. True, each of us knows that he was born, and that he is alive, and that one day he will die; but which of us knows the reason why all that is so?”


    Through renewed excitement, its colour had come back to the Lieutenant’s face, and his gestures became so rapid as to cause the ring on his finger to flash through the air like the link of a chain. Also, I was able to detect the fact that on the small, neat wrist under his left cuff, there was a bracelet finished with a medallion.


    “All this, my good sir, is because (partially through the fact that men forget the point, and partially through the fact that that point fails to be understood aright) the WORK done by a man is concealed from our knowledge. For my own part, I have an idea, a scheme — yes, a scheme — in two words, a, a—”


    “N-n-o-u, n-n-o-u!” the bell of the monastery tolled over the tombs in languid, chilly accents.


    “ — a scheme that every town and every village, in fact, every unit of homogeneous population, should keep a record of the particular unit’s affairs, a, so to speak, ‘book of life.’ This ‘book of life’ should be more than a list of the results of the unit’s labour; it should also be a living narrative of the workaday activities accomplished by each member of the unit. Eh? And, of course, the record to be compiled without official interference — solely by the town council or district administration, or by a special ‘board, of life and works’ or some such body, provided only that the task be not carried out by nominees of the GOVERNMENT. And in that record there should be entered everything — that is to say, everything of a nature which ought to be made public concerning every man who has lived among us, and has since gone from our midst.”


    Here the Lieutenant stretched out his hand again in the direction of the tombs.


    “My right it is,” he added, “to know how those folk there spent their lives. For it is by their labours and their thoughts, and even on the product of their bones, that I myself am now subsisting. You agree, do you not?”


    In silence I nodded; whereupon he cried triumphantly:


    “Ah! You see, do you? Yes, an indispensable point is it, that whatsoever a man may have done, whether good or evil, should be recorded. For example, suppose he has manufactured a stove specially good for heating purposes; record the fact. Or suppose he has killed a mad dog; record the fact. Or suppose he has built a school, or cleansed a dirty street, or been a pioneer in the teaching of sound farming, or striven, by word and deed, his life long, to combat official irregularities... record the fact. Again, suppose a woman has borne ten, or fifteen, healthy children; record the fact. Yes, and this last with particular care, since the conferment of healthy children upon the country is a work of absolute importance.”


    Further, pointing to a grey headstone with a worn inscription, he shouted (or almost did so):


    “Under that stone lies buried the body of a man who never in his life loved but one woman, but ONE woman. Now, THAT is a fact which ought to have been recorded about him for it is not merely a string of names that is wanted, but a narrative of deeds. Yes, I have not only a desire, but a RIGHT, to know the lives which men have lived, and the works which they have performed; and whenever a man leaves our midst we ought to inscribe over his tomb full particulars of the ‘cross and burden’ which he bore, as particulars ever to be held in remembrance, and inscribed there both for my benefit and for the benefit of life in general, as constituting a clear and circumstantial record of the given career. Why did that man live? To the question write down, always, the answer in large and conspicuous characters. Eh?”


    “Most certainly.”


    This led the Lieutenant’s enthusiasm to increase still more as, for the third time waving his hand in the direction of the tombs, and mouthing each word, he continued:


    “The folk of that town are liars pure and simple, for of set purpose they conceal the particulars of careers that they may depreciate those careers in our eyes, and, while showing us the insignificance of the dead, fill the living with a sense of similar insignificance, since insignificant folk are the easiest to manage. Yes, it is a scheme thought out with diabolical ingenuity. Yet, for myself — well, try and make me do what I don’t intend to do!”


    To which, with his face wrinkled with disgust, he added in a tone like a shot from a pistol:


    “Machines are we! Yes, machines, and nothing else!”


    Curious was it to watch the old man’s excitement as one listened to the strong bass voice amid the stillness of the cemetery. Once more over the tombs, there came floating the languid, metallic notes of “N-n-o-u! N-n-o-u!”


    The oily gloss on the withered grass had vanished, faded, and everything turned dull, though the air remained charged with the spring perfume of the geraniums, stocks, and narcissi which encircled some of the graves.


    “You see,” continued the Lieutenant, “one could not deny that each of us has his value. By the time that one has lived threescore years, one perceives that fact very clearly. Never CONCEAL things, since every life lived ought to be set in the light. And is capable of being so, in that every man is a workman for the world at large, and constitutes an instructor in good or in evil, and that life, when looked into, constitutes, as a whole, the sum of all the labour done by the aggregate of us petty, insignificant individuals. That is why we ought not to hide away a man’s work, but to publish it abroad, and to inscribe on the cross over his tomb his deeds, his services, in their entirety. Yes, however negligible may have been those deeds, those services, hold them up for the perusal of those who can discover good even in what is negligible. NOW do you understand me?”


    “I do,” I replied. “Yes, I do.”


    “Good!”


    The bell of the monastery struck two hasty beats — then became silent, so that only the sad echo of its voice remained reverberating over the cemetery. Once more my interlocutor drew out his cigarette-case, silently offered it to myself, and lighted and puffed industriously at another cigarette. As he did so his hands, as small and brown as the claws of a bird, shook a little, and his head, bent down, looked like an Easter egg in plush.


    Still smoking, he looked me in the eyes with a self-diffident frown, and muttered:


    “Only through the labour of man does the earth attain development. And only by familiarising himself with, and remembering, the past can man obtain support in his work on earth.”


    In speaking, the Lieutenant lowered his arm; whereupon on to his wrist there slipped the broad golden bracelet adorned with a medallion, and there gazed at me thence the miniature of a fair-haired woman: and since the hand below it was freckled, and its flexible fingers were swollen out of shape, and had lost their symmetry, the woman’s fine-drawn face looked the more full of life, and, clearly picked out, could be seen to be smiling a sweet and slightly imperious smile.


    “Your wife or your daughter?” I queried.


    “My God! My God!” was, with a subdued sigh, the only response vouchsafed. Then the Lieutenant raised his arm, and the bracelet slid back to its resting place under his cuff.


    Over the town the columns of curling smoke were growing redder, and the clattering windows blushing to a tint of pink that recalled to my memory the livid cheeks of Virubov’s “niece,” of the woman in whom, like her uncle, there was nothing that could provoke one to “take liberties.”


    Next, there scaled the cemetery wall and stealthily stretched themselves on the ground, so that they looked not unlike the far-flung shadows of the cemetery’s crosses, a file of dark, tattered figures of beggars, while on the further side of the slowly darkening greenery a cantor drawled in sluggish, careless accents:


    “E-e-ternal me-e—”


    “Eternal memory of what?” exclaimed Lieutenant Khorvat with an angry shrug of his shoulders. “Suppose, in his day, a man has been the best cucumber-salter or mushroom-pickler in a given town. Or suppose he has been the best cobbler there, or that once he said something which the street wherein he dwelt can still remember. Would not THAT man be a man whose record should be preserved, and made accessible to my recollection?”


    And again the Lieutenant’s face wreathed itself in solid rings of pungent tobacco smoke.


    Blowing softly for a moment, the wind bent the long stems of grass in the direction of the declining sun, and died away. All that remained audible amid the stillness was the peevish voices of women saying:


    “To the left, I say.”


    “Oh, what is to be done, Tanechka?”


    Expelling a fresh cloud of tobacco smoke in cylindrical form, the old man muttered:


    “It would seem that those women have forgotten the precise spot where their relative or friend happens to lie buried.”


    As a hawk flew over the sun-reddened belfry-cross, the bird’s shadow glided over a memorial stone near the spot where we were sitting, glanced off the corner of the stone, and appeared anew beyond it. And in the watching of this shadow, I somehow found a pleasant diversion.


    Went on the Lieutenant:


    “I say that a graveyard ought to evince the victory of life, the triumph of intellect and of labour, rather than the power of death. However, imagine how things would work out under my scheme. Under it the record of which I have spoken would constitute a history of a town’s life which, if anything, would increase men’s respect for their fellows. Yes, such a history as THAT is what a cemetery ought to be. Otherwise the place is useless. Similarly will the past prove useless if it can give us nothing. Yet is such a history ever compiled? If it is, how can one say that events are brought about by, forsooth, ‘servants of God’?”


    Pointing to the tombs with a gesture as though he were swimming, he paused for a moment or two.


    “You are a good man,” I said, “and a man who must have lived a good and interesting life.”


    He did not look at me, but answered quietly and thoughtfully:


    “At least a man ought to be his fellows’ friend, seeing that to them he is beholden for everything that he possesses and for everything that he contains. I myself have lived—”


    Here, with a contraction of his brows, he fell to gazing about him, as though he were seeking the necessary word; until, seeming to fail to find it, he continued gravely:


    “Men need to be brought closer together, until life shall have become better adjusted. Never forget those who are departed, for anything and everything in the life of a ‘servant of God’ may prove instructive and of profound significance.”


    On the white sides of the memorial-stones, the setting sun was casting warm lurid reflections, until the stonework looked as though it had been splashed with hot blood. Moreover, every thing around us seemed curiously to have swelled and grown larger and softer and less cold of outline; the whole scene, though as motionless as ever, appeared to have taken on a sort of bright-red humidity, and deposited that humidity in purple, scintillating, quivering dew on the turf’s various spikes and tufts. Gradually, also, the shadows were deepening and lengthening, while on the further side of the cemetery wall a cow lowed at intervals, in a gross and drunken fashion, and a party of fowls cackled what seemed to be curses in response, and a saw grated and screeched.


    Suddenly the Lieutenant burst into a peal of subdued laughter, and continued to do so until his shoulders shook. At length he said through the paroxysms, as, giving me a push, he cocked his hat boyishly:


    “I must confess that, that — that the view which I first took of you was rather a tragic one. You see, when I saw a man lying prone on the grass I said to myself: ‘H’m! What is that?’ Next I saw a young fellow roaming about the cemetery with a frown settled on his face, and his breeches bulging; and again I said to myself—”


    “A book is lying in my breeches pocket,” I interposed.


    “Ah! Then I understand. Yes, I made a mistake, but a very, welcome one. However, as I say, when I first saw you, I said to myself: ‘There is a man lying near that tomb. Perhaps he has a bullet, a wound, in his temple?’ And, as you know—”


    He stopped to wink at me with another outburst of soft, good-humoured laughter. Then he continued.


    “Nevertheless, the scheme of which I have told you cannot really be called a scheme, since it is merely a fancy of my own. Yet I SHOULD like to see life lived in better fashion.”


    He sighed and paused, for evidently he was becoming lost in thought.


    “Unfortunately,” he continued at last, “the latter is a desire which I have conceived too late. If only I had done so fifteen years ago, when I was filling the post of Inspector of the prison at Usman—”


    His left arm stretched itself out, and once more there slid on to his wrist the bracelet. For a moment he touched its gold with a rapid, but careful, delicate, movement — then he restored the trinket to its retreat, rose suddenly, looked about him for a second or two with a frown, and said in dry, brisk tones as he gave his iron-grey moustache an energetic twist:


    “Now I must be going.”


    For a while I accompanied him on his way, for I had a keen desire to hear him say something more in that pleasant, powerful bass of his; but though he stepped past the gravestones with strides as careful and regular as those of a soldier on parade, he failed again to break silence.


    Just as we passed the chapel of the monastery there floated forth into the fair evening stillness, from the bars, of a window, while yet not really stirring that stillness, a hum of gruff, lazy, peevish ejaculations. Apparently they were uttered by two persons who were engaged in a dispute, since one of them muttered:


    “What have you done? What have you done?”


    And the other responded carelessly:


    “Hold your tongue, now! Pray hold your tongue!”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    ON A RIVER STEAMER


    
      
    


    The water of the river was smooth, and dull silver of tint. Also, so barely perceptible was the current that it seemed to be almost stagnant under the mist of the noontide heat, and only by the changes in the aspect of the banks could one realise how quietly and evenly the river was carrying on its surface the old yellow-hulled steamer with the white-rimmed funnel, and also the clumsy barge which was being towed in her wake.


    Dreamily did the floats of the paddle-wheels slap the water. Under the planks of the deck the engines toiled without ceasing. Steam hissed and panted. At intervals the engine-room bell jarred upon the car. At intervals, also, the tiller-chains slid to and fro with a dull, rattling sound. Yet, owing to the somnolent stillness settled upon the river, these sounds escaped, failed to catch one’s attention.


    Through the dryness of the summer the water was low. Periodically, in the steamer’s bow, a deck hand like a king, a man with a lean, yellow, black-avised face and a pair of languishing eyes, threw overboard a polished log as in tones of melting melancholy he chanted:


    “Se-em, se-em, shest!”


    [“Seven, seven, six!” (the depth of water, reckoned in sazheni or fathoms)]


    It was as though he were wailing:


    “Seyem, seyem, a yest-NISHEVO”


    [Let us eat, let us eat, but to eat there is — nothing]


    Meanwhile, the steamer kept turning her stearlet-like [The stearlet is a fish of the salmon species] prow deliberately and alternately towards either bank as the barge yawed behind her, and the grey hawser kept tautening and quivering, and sending out showers of gold and silver sparkles. Ever and anon, too, the captain on the bridge kept shouting, hoarsely through a speaking-trumpet:


    “About, there!”


    Under the stem of the barge a wave ran which, divided into a pair of white wings, serpentined away towards either bank.


    In the meadowed distance peat seemed to be being burnt, and over the black forest there had gathered an opalescent cloud of smoke which also suffused the neighbouring marshes.


    To the right, the bank of the river towered up into lofty, precipitous, clayey slopes intersected with ravines wherein aspens and birches found shelter.


    Everything ashore had about it a restful, sultry, deserted look. Even in the dull blue, torrid sky there was nought save a white-hot sun.


    In endless vista were meadows studded with trees — trees sleeping in lonely isolation, and, in places, surmounted with either the cross of a rural church which looked like a day star or the sails of a windmill; while further back from the banks lay the tissue cloths of ripening crops, with, here and there, a human habitation.


    Throughout, the scene was indistinct. Everything in it was calm, touchingly simple, intimate, intelligible, grateful to the soul. So much so that as one contemplated the slowly-varying vistas presented by the loftier bank, the immutable stretches of meadowland, and the green, timbered dance-rings where the forest approached the river, to gaze at itself in the watery mirror, and recede again into the peaceful distance; as one gazed at all this one could not but reflect that nowhere else could a spot more simply, more kindly, more beautiful be found, than these peaceful shores of the great river.


    Yet already a few shrubs by the river’s margin were beginning to display yellow leaves, though the landscape as a whole was smiling the doubtful, meditative smile of a young bride who, about to bear her first child, is feeling at once nervous and delighted at the prospect.


    
      

    


    The hour was past noon, and the third-class passengers, languid with fatigue induced by the heat, were engaged in drinking either tea or beer. Seated mostly on the bulwarks of the steamer, they silently scanned the banks, while the deck quivered, crockery clattered at the buffet, and the deck hand in the bows sighed soporifically:


    Six! Six! Six-and-a-half!


    From the engine-room a grimy stoker emerged. Rolling along, and scraping his bare feet audibly against the deck, he approached the boatswain’s cabin, where the said boatswain, a fair-haired, fair-bearded man from Kostroma was standing in the doorway. The senior official contracted his rugged eyes quizzically, and inquired:


    “Whither in such a hurry?”


    “To pick a bone with Mitka.”


    “Good!”


    With a wave of his black hand the stoker resumed his way, while the boatswain, yawning, fell to casting his eyes about him. On a locker near the companion of the engine-room a small man in a buff pea-jacket, a new cap, and a pair of boots on which there were clots of dried mud, was seated.


    Through lack of diversion the boatswain began to feel inclined to hector somebody, so cried sternly to the man in question:


    “Hi there, chawbacon!”


    The man on the locker turned about — turned nervously, and much as a bullock turns. That is to say, he turned with his whole body.


    “Why have you gone and put yourself THERE?” inquired the boatswain. “Though there is a notice to tell you NOT to sit there, it is there that you must go and sit! Can’t you read?”


    Rising, the passenger inspected not the notice, but the locker. Then he replied:


    “Read? Yes, I CAN read.”


    “Then why sit there where you oughtn’t to?”


    “I cannot see any notice.”


    “Well, it’s hot there anyway, and the smell of oil comes up from the engines.... Whence have you come?”


    “From Kashira.”


    “Long from home?”


    “Three weeks, about.”


    “Any rain at your place?”


    “No. But why?”


    “How come your boots are so muddy?”


    The passenger lowered his head, extended cautiously first one foot, and then the other, scrutinised them both, and replied:


    “You see, they are not my boots.”


    With a roar of laughter that caused his brilliant beard to project from his chin, the boatswain retorted:


    “I think you must drink a bit.”


    The passenger said nothing more, but retreated quietly, and with short strides, to the stem. From the fact that the sleeves of his pea-jacket reached far below his wrists, it was clear that the garment had originated from the shoulders of another man.


    As for the boatswain, on noting the circumspection and diffidence with which the passenger walked, he frowned, sucked at his beard, approached a sailor who was engaged in vigorously scrubbing the brass on the door of the captain’s cabin with a naked palm, and said in an undertone:


    “Did you happen to notice the gait of that little man there in the light pea-jacket and dirty boots?”


    “I did.”


    “Then see here. Do keep an eye upon him.”


    “But why? Is he a bad lot?”


    “Something like it, I think.”


    “I will then.”


    At a table near the hatchway of the first-class cabin, a fat man in grey was drinking beer. Already he had reached a state of moderate fuddlement, for his eyes were protruding sightlessly and staring unwinkingly at the opposite wall. Meanwhile, a number of flies were swarming in the sticky puddles on the table, or else crawling over his greyish beard and the brick-red skin of his motionless features.


    The boatswain winked in his direction, and remarked:


    “Half-seas over, HE is.”


    “’Tis his way,” a pockmarked, eyebrow-less sailor responded.


    Here the drunken man sneezed: with the result that a cloud of flies were blown over the table. Looking at them, and sighing as his companion had done, the boatswain thoughtfully observed:


    “Why, he regularly sneezes flies, eh?”


    
      

    


    The resting-place which I myself had selected was a stack of firewood over the stokehole shoot; and as I lay upon it I could see the hills gradually darkening the water with a mourning veil as calmly they advanced to meet the steamer; while in the meadows, a last lingering glow of the sunset’s radiance was reddening the stems of the birches, and making the newly mended roof of a hut look as though it were cased in red fustian — communicating to everything else in the vicinity a semblance of floating amid fire — and effacing all outline, and causing the scene as a whole to dissolve into streaks of red and orange and blue, save where, on a hill above the hut, a black grove of firs stood thrown into tense, keen, and clear-cut relief.


    Under a hill a party of fishermen had lit a wood fire, the flames of which could be seen playing upon, and picking out, the white hull of a boat — the dark figure of a man therein, a fishing net suspended from some stakes, and a woman in a yellow bodice who was sitting beside the fire. Also, amid the golden radiance there could be distinguished a quivering of the leaves on the lower branches of the tree whereunder the woman sat shaded.


    All the river was calm, and not a sound occurred to break the stillness ashore, while the air under the awning of the third-class portion of the vessel felt as stifling as during the earlier part of the day. By this time the conversation of the passengers, damped by the shadow of dusk, had merged into a single sound which resembled the humming of bees; and amid it one could not distinguish nor divine who was speaking, nor the subject of discussion, since every word therein seemed disconnected, even though all appeared to be talking amicably, and in order, concerning a common topic. At one moment a suppressed laugh from a young woman would reach the ear; in the cabin, a party who had agreed to sing a song of general acceptation were failing to hit upon one, and disputing the point in low and dispassionate accents; and in each, such sound there was something vespertinal, gently sad, softly prayer-like.


    From behind the firewood near me a thick, rasping voice said in deliberate tones:


    “At first he was a useful young fellow enough, and clean and spruce; but lately, he has become shabby and dirty, and is going to the dogs.”


    Another voice, loud and gruff, replied:


    “Aha! Avoid the ladies, or one is bound to go amiss.”


    “The saying has it that always a fish makes for deeper water.”


    “Besides, he is a fool, and that is worse still. By the way, he is a relative of yours, isn’t he?”


    “Yes. He is my brother.”


    “Indeed? Then pray forgive me.”


    “Certainly; but, to speak plainly, he is a fool.”


    At this moment I saw the passenger in the buff pea-jacket approach the sally-port, grasp with his left hand a stanchion, and step on to the grating under which one of the paddle-wheels was churning the water to foam. There he stood looking over the bulwarks with a swinging motion akin to that of a bat when, grappling some object or another with its wings, it hangs suspended in the air. The fact that the man’s cap was drawn tightly over his ears caused the latter to stick out almost to the point of absurdity.


    Presently he turned and peered into the gloom under the awning, though, seemingly, he failed to distinguish myself reposing on the firewood. This enabled me to gain a clear view of a face with a sharp nose, some tufts of light-coloured hair on cheeks and chin, and a pair of small, muddy-looking eyes. He stood there as though he were listening to something.


    All of a sudden he stepped firmly to the sally-port, swiftly unlashed from the iron top-rail a mop, and threw it overboard. Then he set about unlashing a second article of the same species.


    “Hi!” I shouted to him. “What are you doing there?”


    With a start the man turned round, clapped a hand to his forehead to discover my whereabouts, and replied softly and rapidly, and with a stammer in his voice:


    “How is that your business? Get away with you!”


    Upon this I approached him, for I was astonished and amused at his impudence.


    “For what you have done the sailors will make you pay right enough,” I remarked.


    He tucked up the sleeves of his pea-jacket as though he were preparing for a fight. Then, stamping his foot upon the slippery grating, he muttered:


    “I perceived the mop to have come untied, and to be in danger of falling into the water through the vibration. Upon that I tried to secure it, and failed, for it slipped from my hands as I was doing so.”


    “But,” I remarked in amazement, “my belief is that you WILLFULLY untied the mop, to throw it overboard!”


    “Come, come!” he retorted. “Why should I have done that? What an extraordinary thing it would have been to do! How could it have been possible?”


    Here he dodged me with a dexterous movement, and, rearranging his sleeves, walked away. The length of the pea-jacket made his legs look absurdly short, and caused me to notice that in his gait there was a tendency to shuffle and hesitate.


    Returning to my retreat, I stretched myself upon the firewood once more, inhaled its resinous odour, and fell to listening to the slow-moving dialogue of some of the passengers around me.


    “Ah, good sir,” a gruff, sarcastic voice began at my side — but instantly a yet gruffer voice intervened with:


    “Well?”


    “Oh, nothing, except that to ask a question is easy, and to answer it may be difficult.”


    “True.”


    From the ravines a mist was spreading over the river.


    
      

    


    At length night fell, and as folk relapsed into slumber the babel of tongues became stilled. The car, as it grew used to the boisterous roar of the engines and the measured rhythm of the paddle-wheels, did not at first notice the new sound born of the fact that into the sounds previously made familiar there began to intrude the snores of slumberers, and the padding of soft footsteps, and an excited whisper of:


    “I said to him — yes, I said: ‘Yasha, you must not, you shall not, do this.’”


    The banks had disappeared from view. Indeed, one continued to be reminded of their existence only by the slow passage of the scattered fires ashore, and the fact that the darkness lay blacker and denser around those fires than elsewhere. Dimly reflected in the river, the stars seemed to be absolutely motionless, whereas the trailing, golden reproductions of the steamer’s lights never ceased to quiver, as though striving to break adrift, and float away into the obscurity. Meanwhile, foam like tissue paper was licking our dark hull, while at our stern, and sometimes overtaking it, there trailed a barge with a couple of lanterns in her prow, and a third on her mast, which at one moment marked the reflections of the stars, and at another became merged with the gleams of firelight on one or the other bank.


    On a bench under a lantern near the spot where I was lying a stout woman was asleep. With one hand resting upon a small bundle under her head, she had her bodice torn under the armpit, so that the white flesh and a tuft of hair could be seen protruding. Also, her face was large, dark of brow, and full of jowl to a point that caused the cheeks to roll to her very ears. Lastly, her thick lips were parted in an ungainly, corpselike smile.


    From my own position on a level higher than hers, I looked dreamily down upon her, and reflected: “She is a little over forty years of age, and (probably) a good woman. Also, she is travelling to visit either her daughter and son-in-law, or her son and daughter-in-law, and therefore is taking with her some presents. Also, there is in her large heart much of the excellent and maternal.”


    Suddenly something near me flashed as though a match had been struck, and, opening my eyes, I perceived the passenger in the curious pea-jacket to be standing near the woman spoken of, and engaged in shielding a lighted match with his sleeve. Presently, he extended his hand and cautiously applied the particle of flame to the tuft of hair under the woman’s armpit. There followed a faint hiss, and a noxious smell of burning hair was wafted to my nostrils.


    I leapt up, seized the man by the collar, and shook him soundly.


    “What are you at?” I exclaimed.


    Turning in my grasp he whispered with a scarcely audible, but exceedingly repulsive, giggle:


    “Haven’t I given her a good fright, eh?”


    Then he added:


    “Now, let me go! Let go, I say!”


    “Have you lost your wits?” I retorted with a gasp.


    For a moment or two his blinking eyes continued to glance at something over my shoulder. Then they returned to me, while he whispered:


    “Pray let me go. The truth is that, unable to sleep, I conceived that I would play this woman a trick. Was there any harm in that? See, now. She is still asleep.”


    As I thrust him away his short legs, legs which might almost have been amputated, staggered under him. Meanwhile I reflected:


    “No, I was NOT wrong. He DID of set purpose throw the mop overboard. What a fellow!”


    A bell sounded from the engine-room.


    “Slow!” someone shouted with a cheerful hail.


    Upon that, steam issued with such resounding shrillness that the woman awoke with a jerk of her head; and as she put up her left hand to feel her armpit, her crumpled features gathered themselves into wrinkles. Then she glanced at the lamp, raised herself to a sitting position, and, fingering the place where the hair had been destroyed, said softly to herself:


    “Oh, holy Mother of God!”


    Presently the steamer drew to a wharf, and, with a loud clattering, firewood was dragged forth and cast into the stokehole with uncouth, warning cries of “Tru-us-sha!” [The word means ship’s hold or stokehole, but here is, probably, equivalent to the English “Heads below!”]


    Over a little town which had its back pressed against a hill the waning moon was rising and brightening all the black river, causing it to gather life as the radiance laved, as it were, the landscape in warm water.


    Walking aft, I seated myself among some bales and contemplated the town’s frontage. Over one end of it rose, tapering like a walking-stick, a factory chimney, while at the other end, as well as in the middle, rose belfries, one of which had a gilded steeple, and the other one a steeple either green or blue, but looking black in the moonlight, and shaped like a ragged paint-brush.


    Opposite the wharf there was stuck in the wide gable of a two-storied building a lantern which, flickering, diffused but a dull, anaemic light from its dirty panes, while over the long strip of the broken signboard of the building there could be seen straggling, and executed in large yellow letters, the words, “Tavern and—” No more of the legend than this was visible.


    Lanterns were hanging in two or three other spots in the drowsy little town; and wherever their murky stains of light hung suspended in the air there stood out in relief a medley of gables, drab-tinted trees, and false windows in white paint, on walls of a dull slate colour.


    Somehow I found contemplation of the scene depressing.


    Meanwhile the vessel continued to emit steam as she rocked to and fro with a creaking of wood, a slap-slapping of water, and a scrubbing of her sides against the wharf. At length someone ejaculated surlily:


    “Fool, you must be asleep! The winch, you say? Why, the winch is at the stern, damn you!”


    “Off again, thank the Lord!” added the rasping voice already heard from behind the bales, while to it an equally familiar voice rejoined with a yawn:


    “It’s time we WERE off!”


    Said a hoarse voice:


    “Look here, young fellow. What was it he shouted?”


    Hastily and inarticulately, with a great deal of smacking of the lips and stuttering, someone replied:


    “He shouted: ‘Kinsmen, do not kill me! Have some mercy, for Christ’s sake, and I will make over to you everything — yes, everything into your good hands for ever! Only let me go away, and expiate my sins, and save my soul through prayer. Aye, I will go on a pilgrimage, and remain hidden my life long, to the very end. Never shall you hear of me again, nor see me.’ Then Uncle Peter caught him a blow on the head, and his blood splashed out upon me. As he fell I — well, I ran away, and made for the tavern, where I knocked at the door and shouted: ‘Sister, they have killed our father!’ Upon that, she put her head out of the window, but only said: ‘That merely means that the rascal is making an excuse for vodka.’... Aye, a terrible time it was — was that night! And how frightened I felt! At first, I made for the garret, but presently thought to myself: ‘No; they would soon find me there, and put me to an end as well, for I am the heir direct, and should be the first to succeed to the property.’ So I crawled on to the roof, and there lay hidden behind the chimney-stack, holding on with arms and legs, while unable to speak for sheer terror.”


    “What were you afraid of?” a brusque voice interrupted.


    “What was I afraid of?”


    “At all events, you joined your uncle in killing your father, didn’t you?”


    “In such an hour one has not time to think — one just kills a man because one can’t help oneself, or because it seems so easy to kill.”


    “True,” the hoarser voice commented in dull and ponderous accents. “When once blood has flowed the fact leads to more blood, and if a man has started out to kill, he cares nothing for any reason — he finds good enough the reason which comes first to his hand.”


    “But if this young fellow is speaking the truth, he had a BUSINESS reason — though, properly speaking, even property ought not to provoke quarrels.”


    “Similarly one ought not to kill just when one chooses. Folk who commit such crimes should have justice meted out to them.”


    “Yes, but it is difficult always to obtain such justice. For instance, this young fellow seems to have spent over a year in prison for nothing.”


    “‘For nothing’? Why, did he not entice his father into the hut, and then shut the door upon him, and throw a coat over his head? He has said so himself. ‘For nothing,’ indeed!”


    Upon this the rapid stream of sobbed, disconnected words, which I had heard before from some speaker poured forth anew. Somehow, I guessed that it came from the man in the dirty boots, as once more he recounted the story of the murder.


    “I do not wish to justify myself,” he said. “I say merely that, inasmuch as I was promised a reprieve at the trial, I told everything, and was therefore allowed to go free, while my uncle and my brother were sentenced to penal servitude.”


    “But you KNEW that they had agreed to kill him?”


    “Well, it is my idea that at first they intended only to give him a good fright. Never did my father recognise me as his son — always he called me a Jesuit.”


    The gruffer of the two voices pulled up the speaker.


    “To think,” it said, “that you can actually talk about it all!”


    “Why shouldn’t I? My father brought tears to the eyes of many an innocent person.”


    “A fig for people’s tears! If our causes of tears were one and all to be murdered, what would the state of things become? Shed tears, but never blood; for blood is not yours to shed. And even if you should believe your own blood to be your own, know that it is not so, that your blood does not belong to you, but to Someone Else.”


    “The point in question was my father’s property. It all shows how a man may live awhile, and earn his living, and then suddenly go amiss, and lose his wits, and even conceive a grudge against his own father.... Now I must get some sleep.”


    Behind the bales all grew quiet. Presently I rose to peer in that direction. The passenger in the buff pea-jacket was sitting huddled up against a coil of rope, with his hands thrust into his sleeves, and his chin resting upon his arms. As the moon was shining straight into his face, I could see that the latter was as livid as that of a corpse, and had its brows drawn down over its narrow, insignificant eyes.


    Beside him, and close to my head, there was lying stretched on the top of the coil of rope a broad-shouldered peasant in a short smock and a pair of patched boots of white felt. The ringlets of the wearer’s curly beard were thrust upwards, and his hands clasped behind his head, and with ox-like eyes he stared at the zenith where a few stars were shining, and the moon was beginning to sink.


    At length, in a trumpet-like voice (though he seemed to do his best to soften it) the peasant asked:


    “Your uncle is on that barge, I suppose?”


    “He is. And so is my brother.”


    “Yet you are here! How strange!”


    The dark barge, towed against the steamer’s blue-silver wash of foam, was cleaving it like a plough, while under the moon the lights of the barge showed white, and the hull and the prisoners’ cage stood raised high out of the water as to our right the black, indentated bank glided past in sinuous convolutions.


    From the whole, soft, liquescent fluid scene, the impression which I derived was melancholy. It evoked in my spirit a sense of instability, a lack of restfulness.


    “Why are you travelling?”


    “Because I wish to have a word with him.”


    “With your uncle?”


    “Yes.”


    “About the property?”


    “What else?”


    “Then look here, my young fellow. Drop it all — both your uncle and the property, and betake yourself to a monastery, and there live and pray. For if you have shed blood, and especially if you have shed the blood of a kinsman, you will stand for ever estranged from all, while, moreover, bloodshed is a dangerous thing — it may at any time come back upon you.”


    “But the property?” the young fellow asked with a lift of his head.


    “Let it go,” the peasant vouchsafed as he closed his eyes.


    On the younger man’s face the down twitched as though a wind had stirred it. He yawned, and looked about him for a moment. Then, descrying myself, he cried in a tone of resentment:


    “What are you looking at? And why do you keep following me about?”


    Here the big peasant opened his eyes, and, with a glance first at the man, and then at myself, growled:


    “Less noise there, you mitten-face!”


    
      

    


    As I retired to my nook and lay down, I reflected that what the big peasant had said was apposite enough-that the young fellow’s face did in very truth resemble an old and shabby woollen mitten.


    Presently I dreamt that I was painting a belfry, and that, as I did so, huge, goggle-eyed jackdaws kept flying around the belfry’s gables, and flapping at me with their wings and hindering my work: until, as I sought to beat them off, I missed my footing, fell to earth, and awoke to find my breath choking amid a dull, sick, painful feeling of lassitude and weakness, and a kaleidoscopic mist quavering before my eyes till it rendered me dizzy. From my head, behind the car, a thin stream of blood was trickling.


    Rising with some difficulty to my feet, I stepped aft to a pump, washed my head under a jet of cold water, bound it with my handkerchief, and, returning, inspected my resting-place in a state of bewilderment as to what could have caused the accident to happen.


    On the deck near the spot where I had been asleep, there was standing stacked a pile of small logs prepared for the cook’s galley; while, in the precise spot where my head had rested there was reposing a birch faggot of which the withy-tie had come unfastened. As I raised the fallen faggot I perceived it to be clean and composed of silky loppings of birch-bark which rustled as I fingered them; and, consequently, I reflected that the ceaseless vibration of the steamer must have caused the faggot to become jerked on to my head.


    Reassured by this plausible explanation of the unfortunate, but absurd, occurrence of which I have spoken, I next returned to the stern, where there were no oppressive odours to be encountered, and whence a good view was obtainable.


    The hour was the turn of the night, the hour of maximum tension before dawn, the hour when all the world seems plunged in a profundity of slumber whence there can be no awakening, and when the completeness of the silence attunes the soul to special sensibility, and when the stars seem to be hanging strangely close to earth, and the morning star, in particular, to be shining as brightly as a miniature sun. Yet already had the heavens begun to grow coldly grey, to lose their nocturnal softness and warmth, while the rays of the stars were drooping like petals, and the moon, hitherto golden, had turned pale and become dusted over with silver, and moved further from the earth as intangibly the water of the river sloughed its thick, viscous gleam, and swiftly emitted and withdrew, stray, pearly reflections of the changes occurring in the heavenly tints.


    In the east there was rising, and hanging suspended over the black spears of the pine forest, a thin pink mist the sensuous hue of which was glowing ever brighter, and assuming a density ever greater, and standing forth more boldly and clearly, even as a whisper of timid prayer merges into a song of exultant thankfulness. Another moment, and the spiked tops of the pines blazed into points of red fire resembling festival candles in a sanctuary.


    Next, an unseen hand threw over the water, drew along its surface, a transparent and many-coloured net of silk. This was the morning breeze, herald of dawn, as with a coating of tissue-like, silvery scales it rippled the river until the eye grew weary of trying to follow the play of gold and mother-of-pearl and purple and bluish-green reflected from the sun-renovated heavens.


    Next, like a fan there unfolded themselves the first sword-shaped beams of day, with their tips blindingly white; while simultaneously one seemed to hear descending from an illimitable height a dense sound-wave of silver bells, a sound-wave advancing triumphantly to greet the sun as his roseate rim became visible over the forest like the rim of a cup that, filled with the essence of life, was about to empty its contents upon the earth, and to pour a bounteous flood of creative puissance upon the marshes whence a reddish vapour as of incense was arising. Meanwhile on the more precipitous of the two banks some of the trees near the river’s margin were throwing soft green shadows over the water, while gilt-like dew was sparkling on the herbage, and birds were awakening, and as a white gull skimmed the water’s surface on level wings, the pale shadow of those wings followed the bird over the tinted expanse, while the sun, suspended in flame behind the forest, like the Imperial bird of the fairy-tale, rose higher and higher into the greenish-blue zenith, until silvery Venus, expiring, herself looked like a bird.


    Here and there on the yellow strip of sand by the river’s margin, long-legged snipe were scurrying about. Two fishermen were rocking in a boat in the steamer’s wash as they hauled their tackle. Floating from the shore there began to reach us such vocal sounds of morning as the crowing of cocks, the lowing of cattle, and the persistent murmur of human voices.


    Similarly the buff-coloured bales in the steamer’s stem gradually reddened, as did the grey tints in the beard of the large peasant where, sprawling his ponderous form over the deck, he was lying asleep with mouth open, nostrils distended with stertorous snores, brows raised as though in astonishment, and thick moustache intermittently twitching.


    Someone amid the piles of bales was panting as he fidgeted, and as I glanced in that direction I encountered the gaze of a pair of small, narrow, inflamed eyes, and beheld before me the ragged, mitten-like face, though now it looked even thinner and greyer than it had done on the previous evening. Apparently its owner was feeling cold, for he had hunched his chin between his knees, and clasped his hirsute arms around his legs, as his eyes stared gloomily, with a hunted air, in my direction. Then wearily, lifelessly he said:


    “Yes, you have found me. And now you can thrash me if you wish to do so — you can give me a blow, for I gave you one, and, consequently, it’s your turn to do the hitting.”


    Stupefied with astonishment, I inquired in an undertone.


    “It was you, then, that hit me?”


    “It was so, but where are your witnesses?”


    The words came in hoarse, croaked, suppressed accents, with a separation of the hands, and an upthrow of the head and projecting cars which had such a comical look of being crushed beneath the weight of the battened-down cap. Next, thrusting his hands into the pockets of his pea-jacket, the man repeated in a tone of challenge:


    “Where, I say, are your witnesses? You can go to the devil!”


    I could discern in him something at once helpless and froglike which evoked in me a strong feeling of repulsion; and since, with that, I had no real wish to converse with him, or even to revenge myself upon him for his cowardly blow, I turned away in silence.


    But a moment later I looked at him again, and saw that he was seated in his former posture, with his arms embracing his knees, his chin resting upon them, and his red, sleepless eyes gazing lifelessly at the barge which the steamer was towing between wide ribbons of foaming water — ribbons sparkling in the sunlight like mash in a brewer’s vat.


    And those eyes, that dead, alienated expression, the gay cheerfulness of the morning, and the clear radiance of the heavens, and the kindly tints of the two banks, and the vocal sounds of the June day, and the bracing freshness of the air, and the whole scene around us served but to throw into the more tragic relief.


    
      

    


    Just as the steamer was leaving Sundir the man threw himself into the water; in the sight of everybody he sprang overboard. Upon that all shouted, jostled their neighbours as they rushed to the side, and fell to scanning the river where from bank to bank it lay wrapped in blinding glitter.


    The whistle sounded in fitful alarm, the sailors threw lifebelts overboard, the deck rumbled like a drum under the crowd’s surging rush, steam hissed afflightedly, a woman vented an hysterical cry, and the captain bawled from the bridge the imperious command:


    “Avast heaving lifebelts! By now the fool will have got one! Damn you, calm the passengers!”


    An unwashed, untidy priest with timid, staring eyes thrust back his long, dishevelled hair, and fell to repeating, as his fat shoulder jostled all and sundry, and his feet tripped people up.


    “A muzhik, is it, or a woman? A muzhik, eh?”


    By the time that I had made my way to the stern the man had fallen far behind the stern of the barge, and his head looked as small as a fly on the glassy surface of the water. However, towards that fly a fishing-boat was already darting with the swiftness of a water beetle, and causing its two oars to show quiveringly red and grey, while from the marshier of the two banks there began hastily to put out a second boat which leapt in the steamer’s wash with the gaiety of a young calf.


    Suddenly there broke into the painful hubbub on the steamer’s deck a faint, heartrending cry of “A-a-ah!”


    In answer to it a sharp-nosed, black-bearded, well-dressed peasant muttered with a smack of his lips:


    “Ah! That is him shouting. What a madman he must have been! And an ugly customer too, wasn’t he?”


    The peasant with the curly beard rejoined in a tone of conviction engulfing all other utterances:


    “It is his conscience that is catching him. Think what you like, but never can conscience be suppressed.”


    Therewith, constantly interrupting one another, the pair betook themselves to a public recital of the tragic story of the fair-haired young fellow, whom the fishermen had now lifted from the water, and were conveying towards the steamer with oars that oscillated at top speed.


    The bearded peasant continued:


    “As soon as it was seen that he was but running after the soldier’s wife.”


    “Besides,” the other peasant interrupted, “the property was not to be divided after the death of the father.”


    With which the bearded muzhik eagerly recounted the history of the murder done by the brother, the nephew, and a son, while the spruce, spare, well-dressed peasant interlarded the general buzz of conversation with words and comments cheerfully and stridently delivered, much as though he were driving in stakes for the erection of a fence.


    “Every man is drawn most in the direction whither he finds it easiest to go.”


    “Then it will be the Devil that will be drawing him, since the direction of Hell is always the easiest.”


    “Well, YOU will not be going that way, I suppose? You don’t altogether fancy it?”


    “Why should I?”


    “Because you have declared it to be the easiest way.”


    “Well, I am not a saint.”


    “No, ha-ha! you are not.”


    “And you mean that — ?”


    “I mean nothing. If a dog’s chain be short, he is not to be blamed.”


    Whereupon, setting nose to nose, the pair plunged into a quarrel still more heated as they expounded in simple, but often curiously apposite, language opinions intelligible to themselves alone. The one peasant, a lean fellow with lengthy limbs, cold, sarcastic eyes, and a dark, bony countenance, spoke loudly and sonorously, with frequent shrugs of the shoulders, while the other peasant, a man stout and broad of build who until now had seemed calm, self-assured of demeanour, and a man of settled views, breathed heavily, while his oxlike eyes glowed with an ardour causing his face to flush patchily, and his beard to stick out from his chin.


    “Look here, for instance,” he growled as he gesticulated and rolled his dull eyes about. “How can that be? Does not even God know wherein a man ought to restrain himself?”


    “If the Devil be one’s master, God doesn’t come into the matter.”


    “Liar! For who was the first who raised his hand against his fellow?”


    “Cain.”


    “And the first man who repented of a sin?”


    “Adam.”


    “Ah! You see!”


    Here there broke into the dispute a shout of: “They are just getting him aboard!” and the crowd, rushing away from the stern, carried with it the two disputants — the sparer peasant; lowering his shoulders, and buttoning up his jacket as he went; while the bearded peasant, following at his heels, thrust his head forward in a surly manner as he shifted his cap from the one ear to the other.


    With a ponderous beating of paddles against the current the steamer heaved to, and the captain shouted through a speaking-trumpet, with a view to preventing a collision between the barge and the stem of the vessel:


    “Put her over! Put her o-o-ove-r!”


    Soon the fishing-boat came alongside, and the half-drowned man, with a form as limp as a half-empty sack, and water exuding from every stitch, and his hitherto haggard face grown smooth and simple-looking, was hoisted on board.


    Next, on the sailors laying him upon the hatchway of the baggage hold, he sat up, leaned forward, smoothed his wet hair with the palms of his hands, and asked dully, without looking at anyone:


    “Have they also recovered my cap?”


    Someone among the throng around him exclaimed reprovingly:


    “It is not about your cap that you ought to be thinking, but about your soul.”


    Upon this he hiccuped loudly and freely, like a camel, and emitted a stream of turgid water from his mouth. Then, looking at the crowd with lack-lustre eyes, he said in an apathetic tone:


    “Let me be taken elsewhere.”


    In answer, the boatswain sternly bade him stretch himself out, and this the young fellow did, with his hands clasped under his head, and his eyes closed, while the boatswain added brusquely to the onlookers:


    “Move away, move away, good people. What is there to stare at? This is not a show.... Hi, you muzhik! Why did you play us such a trick, damn you?”


    The crowd however, was not to be suppressed, but indulged in comments.


    “He murdered his father, didn’t he?”


    “What? THAT wretched creature?”


    As for the boatswain, he squatted upon his heels, and proceeded to subject the rescued man to a course of strict interrogation.


    “What is the destination marked on your ticket?”


    “Perm.”


    “Then you ought to leave the boat at Kazan. And what is your name?”


    “Yakov.”


    “And your surname?”


    “Bashkin — though we are known also as the Bukolov family.”


    “Your family has a DOUBLE surname, then?”


    With the full power of his trumpet-like lungs the bearded peasant (evidently he had lost his temper) broke in:


    “Though his uncle and his brother have been sentenced to penal servitude and are travelling together on that barge, he — well, he has received his discharge! That is only a personal matter, however. In spite of what judges may say, one ought never to kill, since conscience cannot bear the thought of blood. Even nearly to become a murderer is wrong.”


    By this time more and more passengers had collected as they awakened from sleep and emerged from the first- and second-class cabins. Among them was the mate, a man with a black moustache and rubicund features who inquired of someone amid the confusion: “You are not a doctor, I suppose?” and received the astonished, high-pitched reply: “No, sir, nor ever have been one.”


    To this someone added with a drawl:


    “Why is a doctor needed? Surely the man is a fellow of no particular importance?”


    Over the river the radiance of the summer daylight had gathered increased strength, and, since the date was a Sunday, bells were sounding seductively from a hill, and a couple of women in gala apparel who were following the margin of the river waved handkerchiefs towards the steamer, and shouted some greeting.


    Meanwhile the young fellow lay motionless, with his eyes closed. Divested of his pea-jacket, and wrapped about with wet, clinging underclothing, he looked more symmetrical than previously — his chest seemed better developed, his body plumper, and his face more rotund and less ugly.


    Yet though the passengers gazed at him with compassion or distaste or severity or fear, as the case might be, all did so without ceremony, as though he had not been a living man at all.


    For instance, a gaunt gentleman in a grey frock-coat said to a lady in a yellow straw hat adorned with a pink ribbon:


    “At our place, in Riazan, when a certain master-watchmaker went and hanged himself to a ventilator, he first of all stopped every watch and clock in his shop. Now, the question is, why did he stop them?”


    “An abnormal case indeed!”


    On the other hand, a dark-browed woman who had her hands hidden beneath her shawl stood gazing at the rescued man in silence, and with her side turned towards him. As she did so tears were welling in her grey-blue eyes.


    Presently two sailors appeared. One of them bent over the young fellow, touched him on the shoulder, and said:


    “Hi! You are to get up.”


    Whereupon the young fellow rose, and was removed elsewhither.


    
      

    


    When, after an interval, he reappeared on deck, he was clean and dry, and clad in a cook’s white jumper and a sailor’s blue serge trousers. Clasping his hands behind his back, hunching his shoulders, and bending his head forward, he walked swiftly to the stern, with a throng of idlers — at first one by one, and then in parties of from three to a dozen — following in his wake.


    The man seated himself upon a coil of rope, and, craning his neck in wolf-like fashion to eye the bystanders, frowned, let fall his temples upon hands thrust into his flaxen hair, and fixed his gaze upon the barge.


    Standing or sitting about in the hot sunshine, people stared at him without stint. Evidently they would have liked, but did not dare, to engage him in conversation. Presently the big peasant also arrived on the scene, and, after glancing at all present, took off his hat, and wiped his perspiring face. Next, a grey-headed old man with a red nose, a thin wisp of beard, and watery eyes cleared his throat, and in honeyed tones took the initiative.


    “Would you mind telling us how it all happened?” he began.


    “Why should I do so?” retorted the young fellow without moving.


    Taking a red handkerchief from his bosom, the old man shook it out and applied it cautiously to his eyes. Then he said through its folds in the quiet accents of a man who is determined to persevere:


    “Why, you say? For the reason that the occasion is one when all ought to know the tru—”


    Lurching forward, the bearded peasant interposed with a rasp:


    “Yes, do you tell us all about it, and things will become easier for you. For a sin always needs to be made known.”


    While, like an echo, a voice said in bold and sarcastic accents:


    “It would be better to seize him and tie him up.”


    Upon this the young fellow raised his brows a little, and retorted in an undertone:


    “Let me bide.”


    “The rascal!” the crowd commented, while the old man, neatly folding and replacing his handkerchief, raised a hand as dry as a cock’s leg, and remarked with a sharp, knowing smile:


    “Possibly it is not merely out of idle curiosity that folk are making this request.”


    “Go and be damned to you!” the young fellow exclaimed with a grim snap. Whereupon the big peasant bellowed out in a blustering fashion:


    “What? Then you will not tell us at least your destination?”


    Whereafter the same speaker continued to hold forth on humanity, God, and the human conscience — staring wildly around him as he did so, waving his arms about, and growing ever more frantic, until really it was curious to watch him.


    At length the crowd grew similarly excited, and took to encouraging the speaker with cries of “True! That is so!”


    As for the young fellow, he listened awhile in silence, without moving. Then, straightening his back, he rose, thrust his hands into the pockets of his trousers, and, swaying his body to and fro, began to glare at the crowd with greenish eyes which were manifestly lightening to a vicious gleam. At length, thrusting forth his chest, he cried hoarsely:


    “So you ask me whither I am bound? I am bound for the brigands’ lair, for the brigands’ lair, where, unless you first take and put me in fetters, I intend to cut the throat of every man that I meet. Yes, a hundred murders will I commit, for all folk will be the same to me, and not a soul will I spare. Aye, the end of my tether is reached, so take and fetter me whilst you can.”


    His breath was issuing with difficulty, and as he spoke his shoulders heaved, and his legs trembled beneath him. Also, his face had turned grey and become distorted with tremors.


    Upon this, the crowd broke into a gruff, ugly, resentful roar, and edged away from the man. Yet, in doing so, many of its members looked curiously like the man himself in the way that they lowered their heads, caught at their breath, and let their eyes flash. Clearly the man was in imminent danger of being assaulted.


    Suddenly he recovered his subdued demeanour — he, as it were, thawed in the sunlight: until, as suddenly, his legs gave way beneath him, and, narrowly escaping injury to his face from the corner of a bale, he fell forward upon his knees as though felled with an axe. Thereafter, clutching at his throat, he shouted in a strange voice, and crowding the words upon one another:


    “Tell me what I am to do. Is all of it my fault? Long I lay in prison before I was tried and told to go free... yet—”


    Tearing at his ears and cheeks, he rocked his head to and fro as though seeking to rend it from its socket. Then he continued:


    “Yet I am NOT free. Nor is it in my power to say what will become of me. For me there remains neither life nor death.”


    “Aha!” exclaimed the big peasant; and at the sound the crowd drew back as in consternation, while some hastened to depart altogether. As for the remainder (numbering a dozen or so), they herded sullenly, nervously, involuntarily into a mass as the young fellow continued in distracted tones and with a trembling head:


    “Oh that I could sleep for the next ten years! For then could I prove myself, and decide whether I am guilty or not. Last night I struck a man with a faggot. As I was walking about I saw asleep a man who had angered me, and thereupon thought, ‘Come! I should like to deal him a blow, but can I actually do it?’ And strike him I did. Was it my fault? Always I keep asking myself, ‘Can I, or can I not, do a thing?’ Aye, lost, lost am I!”


    Apparently this outburst caused the man to reach the end of his power, for presently he sank from knees to heels — then on to his side, with hands clasping his head, and his tongue finally uttering the words, “Better had you kill me!”


    A hush fell, for all now stood confounded and silent, with, about them, a greyer, a more subdued, look which made all more resemble their fellows. In fact, to all had the atmosphere become oppressive, as though everyone’s breast had had clamped into it a large, soft clod of humid, viscid earth. Until at last someone said in a low, shamefaced, but friendly, tone:


    “Good brother, we are not your judges.”


    To which someone else added with an equal measure of gentleness:


    “Indeed, we may be no better than you.”


    “We pity you, but we must not judge you. Only pity is permitted.”


    As for the well-dressed peasant, his loud, triumphant utterance was:


    “Let God judge him, but men suffer him. Of judging of one another there has been enough.”


    And a fifth man remarked to a friend as he walked away:


    “What are we to make of this? To judge by the book, the young fellow is at once guilty and not guilty.”


    “Bygones ought to be bygones. Of all courses that is the best.”


    “Yes, for we are too quick. What good can that do?”


    “Aye, what?”


    At length the dark-browed woman stepped forward. Letting her shawl to her shoulders, straightening hair streaked with grey under a bright blue scarf, and deftly putting aside a skirt she so seated herself beside the young fellow as to screen from the crowd with the height of her figure. Then, raising kindly face, she said civilly, but authoritatively, to the bystanders:


    “Do all of you go away.”


    Whereupon the crowd began to depart, the big peasant saying as he went:


    “There! Just as I foretold has the matter turned out. Conscience HAS asserted itself.”


    Yet the words were spoken without self-complacency, rather, thoughtfully, and with a sense of awe.


    As for the red-nosed old man who was walking like a shadow behind the last speaker, he opened his snuff-box, peered therein with his moist eyes, and drawled to no one in particular:


    “How often does one see a man play with conscience, yes, even though he be a rogue! He erects that conscience as a screen to his knaveries and tricks and wiles, and masks the whole with a cloud of words. Yes, we know how it is done, even though folk may stare at him, and say to one another, ‘How fervently his soul is glowing!’ Aye, all the time that he is holding his hand to his heart he will be dipping the other hand into your pocket.”


    The lover of proverbs, for his part, unbuttoned his jacket, thrust his hands under his coat-tails, and said in a loud voice:


    “There is a saying that you can trust any wild beast, such as a fox or a hedgehog or a toad, but not—”


    “Quite so, dear sir. The common folk are exceedingly degenerate.”


    “Well, they are not developing as they ought to do.”


    “No, they are over-cramped,” was the big peasant’s rasped-out comment. “They have no room for GROWTH.”


    “Yes, they DO grow, but only as regards beard and moustache, as a tree grows to branch and sap.”


    With a glance at the purveyor of proverbs the old man assented by remarking: “Yes, true it is that the common folk are cramped.” Whereafter he thrust a pinch of snuff into his nostrils, and threw back his head in anticipation of the sneeze which failed to come. At length, drawing a deep breath through his parted lips, he said as he measured the peasant again with his eyes:


    “My friend, you are of a sort calculated to last.”


    In answer the peasant nodded.


    “SOME day,” he remarked, “we shall get what we want.”


    In front of us now, was Kazan, with the pinnacles of its churches and mosques piercing the blue sky, and looking like garlands of exotic blooms. Around them lay the grey wall of the Kremlin, and above them soared the grim Tower of Sumbek.


    Here one and all were due to disembark.


    I glanced towards the stern once more. The dark-browed woman was breaking off morsels from a wheaten scone that was lying in her lap, and saying as she did so:


    “Presently we will have a cup of tea, and then keep together as far as Christopol.”


    In response the young fellow edged nearer to her, and thoughtfully eyed the large hands which, though inured to hard work, could also be very gentle.


    “I have been trodden upon,” he said.


    “Trodden upon by whom?”


    “By all. And I am afraid of them.”


    “Why so?”


    “Because I am.”


    Breathing upon a morsel of the scone, the woman offered it him with the quiet words:


    “You have had much to bear. Now, shall I tell you my history, or shall we first have tea?”


    
      

    


    On the bank there was now to be seen the frontage of the gay, wealthy suburb of Uslon, with its brightly-dressed, rainbow-tinted women and girls tripping through the streets, and the water of its foaming river sparkling hotly, yet dimly, in the sunlight.


    It was a scene like a scene beheld in a vision.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    A WOMAN


    
      
    


    The wind is scudding over the steppe, and beating upon the rampart of the Caucasian heights until their backbone seems to be bellying like a huge sail, and the earth to be whirling and whizzing through unfathomable depths of blue, and leaving behind it a rack of wind-torn clouds which, as their shadows glide over the surface of the land, seem ever to be striving to keep in touch with the onrush of the gale, and, failing to maintain the effort, dissolving in tears and despondency.


    The trees too are bending in the attitude of flight — their boughs are brandishing their foliage as a dog worries a fleece, and littering the black soil with leaves among which runs a constant querulous hissing and rustling. Also, storks are uttering their snapping cry, sleek rooks cawing, steppe grasshoppers maintaining their tireless chirp, sturdy, well-grown husbandmen uttering shouts like words of command, the threshing-floors of the rolling steppe diffusing a rain of golden chaff, and eddying whirlwinds catching up stray poultry feathers, dried-onion strips, and leaves yellowed with the heat, to send them dancing again over the trim square of the little Cossack hamlet.


    Similarly does the sun keep appearing and disappearing as though he were pursuing the fugitive earth, and ever and anon halting through weariness before his decline into the dark, shadowy vista where the snowclad peaks of the western mountains are rearing their heads, and fast-reddening clouds are reminding one of the surface of a ploughed field.


    At times those clouds part their bulk to reveal in blinding splendour the silvery saddle of Mount Elburz, and the crystal fangs of other peaks — all, apparently, striving to catch and detain the scudding vapours. And to such a point does one come to realise the earth’s flight through space that one can scarcely draw one’s breath for the tension, the rapture, of the thought that with the rush of that dear and beautiful earth oneself is keeping pace towards, and ever tending towards, the region where, behind the eternal, snow-clad peaks, there lies a boundless ocean of blue — an ocean beside which there may lie stretched yet other proud and marvellous lands, a void of azure amid which one may come to descry far-distant, many-tinted spheres of planets as yet unknown, but sisters, all, to this earth of ours.


    Meanwhile from the steppe slow, ponderous grey oxen with sharp horns are drawing an endless succession of wagon-loads of threshed grain through rich, black, sootlike dust. Patiently the beasts’ round eyes regard the earth, while on the top of each load there lolls a Cossack who, with face sunburnt to the last pitch of swarthiness, and eyes reddened with exposure to the wind, and beard matted, seemingly solidified, with dust and sweat, is clad in a shirt drab with grime, and has a shaggy Persian cap thrust to the back of his head. Occasionally, also, he may be seen riding on the pole in front of his team, and being buffeted from behind by the wind which inflates his shirt. And as sleek and comfortable as the carcasses of the bullocks are these Cossacks’ frames in proportion their eyes are sluggishly intelligent, and in their every movement is the deliberate air of men who know precisely what they have to do.


    “Tsob, tsobe!” such fellows shout to their teams. This year they are reaping a splendid harvest.


    Yet though these folk, one and all, look fat and prosperous, their mien is dour, and they speak reluctantly, and through their teeth. Possibly this is because they are over-weary with toil. However that may be, the full-fed country people of the region laugh but little, and seldom sing.


    In the centre of the hamlet soars the red brick church of the place — an edifice which, with its five pinnacles, its belfry over its porch, and its yellow plaster window-mouldings, looks like an edifice that has been fashioned of meat, and cemented with grease. Nay, its very shadow seems so richly heavy as to be the shadow of a fane erected by men endowed with a plethora of this world’s goods to a god otiose in his grandeur. Ranged around the building in ring fashion, the hamlet’s squat white huts stand girdled with belts of plaited wattle, shawled in the gorgeous silken scarves of gardens, and crowned with a flowered brocadework of reed-thatched roofs. In fact, they resemble a bevy of buxom babi, [Peasant women] as over and about them wave silver poplar trees, with quivering, lacelike leaves of acacias, and dark-leaved chestnuts (the leaves of the latter like the palms of human hands) which rock to and fro as though they would fain seize, and detain the driving clouds. Also, from court to court scurry Cossack women who, with skirt-tails tucked up to reveal muscular legs bare to the knee, are preparing to array themselves for the morrow’s festival, and, meanwhile, chattering to one another, or shouting to plump infants which may be seen bathing in the dust like sparrows, or picking up handfuls of sand, and tossing them into the air.


    Sheltered from the wind by the churchyard wall, there may be seen also, as they sprawl on the dry, faded herbage, a score of “strollers for work” that is to say, of folk who, a community apart, consist of “nowhere people,” of dreamers who live constantly in expectation of some stroke of luck, some kindly smile from fortune, and of wastrels who, intoxicated with the abundant bounty of the opulent region, have fallen passive victims to the Russian craze for vagrancy. These folk tramp from hamlet to hamlet in parties of two or three, and, while purporting to seek employment, merely contemplate that employment lethargically, express astonishment at the plenitude which it produces, and then decline to put their hands to toil save when dire necessity renders it no longer possible to satisfy hunger’s pangs through the expedients of mendicancy and theft. Dull, or cowed, or timid, or furtive of eye, these folk have lost all sense of the difference between that which constitutes honesty and that which does not.


    The morrow being the Feast of the Assumption, these people have, in the present instance, gathered from every quarter of the country, for the reason that they hope to be provided with food and drink without first being made to earn their entertainment.


    For the most part they are Russians from the central provinces, vagabonds whose faces are blackened, and heads blanched with the unaccustomed sunshine of the South, but whose bodies are clad merely in rags tossed and tumbled by the wind. True, the wearers of those rags declare themselves to be peaceful, respectable citizens whom toil and life’s buffetings have exhausted, and compelled to seek temporary rest and prayer; yet never does a creaking, groaning, ponderous grain wagon, with its Cossack driver, pass them by without their according the latter a humble, obsequious salute as, with straw in mouth, and omitting, always, to raise his cap, the man glances at them askance and with contempt, or, more frequently, does not even descry these tattered, grimy hulks between whom and himself there is absolutely nothing in common.


    Lower even, and more noticeably, more pretentiously, than the rest does a certain “needy” native of Tula named Konev salute each Cossack. A hardbitten muzhik as sunburnt as a stick of ergot, he has a black beard distributed irregularly over a lean face, a fawning smile, and eyes deep-sunken in their sockets.


    Most of these persons I have met for the first time today; but Konev is an old acquaintance of mine, for he and I have more than once encountered one another on the road between Kursk and the province of Ter. An “artelni,” that is to say, a member of a workman’s union, he cultivates his fellows’ good graces for the reason that he is also an arrant coward, and accustomed, everywhere save in his own village (which lies buried among the sands of Alexin), to assert that:


    “Certainly, this countryside is rich, yet I cannot hit things off with its inhabitants. In my own part of the country folk are more spiritual, more truly Russian, by far than here — they are folk with whom the natives of this region are not to be compared, since in the one locality the population has a human soul, whereas in the other locality it is a flint-stone.”


    And with a certain quiet reflectiveness, he loves also to recount a marvellous example of unlooked-for enrichment. He will say to you:


    “Maybe you do not believe in the virtue of horseshoes? Yet I tell YOU that once, when a certain peasant of Efremov found a horseshoe, the next three weeks saw it befall that that peasant’s uncle, a tradesman of Efremov, was burnt to death with all his family, and the property devolved to the peasant. Did you ever hear of such a thing? What is going to happen CANNOT be foretold, for at any moment fortune may pity a man, and send him a windfall.”


    As Konev says this his dark, pointed eyebrows will go shooting up his forehead, and his eyes come protruding out of their sockets, as though he himself cannot believe what he has just related.


    Again, should a Cossack pass him without returning his salute, he will mutter as he follows the man with his eyes:


    “An overfed fellow, that — a fellow who can’t even look at a human being! The souls of these folk, I tell you, are withered.”


    On the present occasion he has arrived on the scene in company with two women. One of them, aged about twenty, is gentle-looking, plump, and glassy of eye, with a mouth perpetually half-open, so that the face looks like that of an imbecile, and though the exposed teeth of its lower portion may seem to be set in a smile, you will perceive, should you peer into the motionless eyes under the overhanging brows, that she has recently been weeping in the terrified, hysterical fashion of a person of weak intellect.


    I have come here with that man and other strangers thus I heard her narrate in low, querulous tones as with a stumpy finger she rearranged the faded hair under her yellow and green scarf.


    A fat-faced youth with high cheek-bones and the small eyes of a Mongol here nudged her, and said carelessly:


    “You mean, rather, that your own man has cast you off. Probably he was the only man you ever saw.”


    “Aye,” Konev drawled thoughtfully as he felt in his wallet. “Nowadays folk need think little of deserting a woman, since in this year of grace women are no good at all.”


    Upon this the woman frowned — then blinked her eyes timidly, and would have opened her lips to reply, but that her companion interrupted her by saying in a brisk, incisive tone:


    “Do not listen to those rascals!”


    
      

    


    The woman’s companion, some five or six years her senior, has a face exceptional in the constant change and movement of its great dark eyes as at one moment they withdraw themselves from the street of the Cossack hamlet, to gaze fixedly and gravely towards the steppe where it lies scoured with the scudding breeze, and at another moment fall to scanning the faces of the persons around her, and, at another, frown anxiously, or send a smile flitting across her comely lips as she bends her head, until her features are concealed. Next, the head is raised again, for the eyes have taken on another phase, and become dilated with interest, while a sharp furrow is forming between the slender eyebrows, and the finely moulded lips and trim mouth have compressed themselves together, and the thin nostrils of the straight nose are snuffing the air like those of a horse.


    In fact, in the woman there is something non-peasant in its origin. For instance, let one but watch her sharply clicking feet as, in walking, they peep from under her blue skirt, and one will perceive that they are not the splayed feet of a villager, but, rather, feet arched of instep, and at one time accustomed to the wearing of boots. Or, as the woman sits engaged in embroidering a blue bodice with a pattern of white peas, one will perceive that she has long been accustomed to plying the needle so dexterously; swiftly do the small, sunburnt hands fly in and out under the tumbled material, eagerly though the wind may strive to wrest it from her. Again, as she sits bending over her work, one will descry through a rent in her bodice a small, firm bosom which might almost have been that of a virgin, were it not for the fact that a projecting teat proclaims that she is a woman preparing to suckle an infant. In short, as she sits among her companions she looks like a fragment of copper flung into the midst of some rusty old scrap-iron.


    Most of the people in whose society I wander neither rise to great heights nor sink to great depths, but are as colourless as dust, and wearisomely insignificant. Hence is it that whenever I chance upon a person whose soul I can probe and explore for thoughts unfamiliar to me and words not hitherto heard I congratulate myself, seeing that though it is my desire to see life grow more fair and exalted, and I yearn to bring about that end, there constantly reveals itself to me merely a vista of sharp angles and dark spaces and poor crushed, defrauded people. Yes, never do I seek to project a spark of my own fire into the darkness of my neighbour’s soul but I see that spark disappear, become lost, in a chaos of dumb vacuity.


    Hence the woman of whom I have just spoken particularly excites my fancy, and leads me to attempt divinations of her past, until I find myself evolving a story which is not only of vast complexity, but has got painted into it merely the colours of my own hopes and aspirations. It is a story necessarily illusory, necessarily bound to make life seem even worse than before. Yet it is a grievous thing NEVER to distort actuality, NEVER to envelop actuality in the wrappings of one’s imagination....


    Closing his eyes, and picking his words with difficulty, a tall, fair peasant drawls in thick, gluelike tones:


    “‘Very well,’ I said: and off we set. On the way I said again: ‘Gubin, though you may not like to be told so, you are no better than a thief.’”


    The o’s uttered by this peasant are uniformly round and firm — they roll forward as a cartwheel trundles along a hot, dusty country road.


    The youth with the high cheek-bones fixes the whites of his porcine eyes (eyes the pupils of which are as indeterminate as the eyes of a blind man) upon the woman in the green scarf. Then, having, like a calf, plucked and chewed some stalks of the withered grass, he rolls up the sleeves of his shirt, bends one fist into the crook of the elbow, and says to Konev with a glance at the well-developed muscle:


    “Should you care to hit me?”


    “No, you can hit yourself. Hit yourself over the head. Then, perhaps, you’ll grow wiser.”


    Stolidly the young fellow looks at Konev, and inquires:


    “How do you know me to be a fool?”


    “Because your personality tells me so.”


    “Eh?” cries the young fellow truculently as he raises himself to a kneeling posture. “How know you what I am?”


    “I have been told what you are by the Governor of your province.”


    The young fellow opens his mouth, and stares at Konev. Then he asks:


    “To what province do I belong?”


    “If you yourself have forgotten to what province you belong, you had better try and loosen your wits.”


    “Look here. If I were to hit you, I—”


    The woman who has been sewing drops her work to shrug one rounded shoulder as though she were cold, and ask conciliatorily:


    “Well, WHAT province do you belong to?”


    “I?” the young fellow re-echoes as he subsides on to his heels. “I belong to Penza. Why do you ask?”


    “Oh never mind why.”


    Presently, with a strangely youthful laugh, the woman adds in a murmur:


    “I ask because I too belong to that province.”


    “And to which canton?”


    “To that of Penza.” In the woman’s tone is a touch of pride.


    The young fellow squats down before her, as before a wood fire, stretches out his hands, and says in an ingratiating voice:


    “What a fine place is our cantonal town! What churches and shops and stone houses there are in it! In fact, one shop sells a machine on which you can play anything you like, any sort of a tune!”


    “As well as, probably, the fool,” comments Konev in an undertone, though the young fellow is too enthralled with the memory of the amenities of his cantonal capital to notice the remark. Next, smacking his lips, and chewing his words, he continues in a murmur:


    “In those stone houses.”


    Here the woman drops her sewing a second time to inquire: “Is there a convent there?”


    “A convent?”


    And the young fellow pauses uncouthly to scratch his neck. Only after a while does he answer:


    “A convent? Well, I do not know, for only once, to tell the truth, have I been in the town, and that was when some of us famine folk were set to a job of roadmaking.”


    “Well, well!” gasps Konev, as he rises and takes his departure.


    The vagabonds, huddled against the churchyard wall, look like litter driven thither by the steppe wind, and as liable to be whirled away again whenever the wind shall choose. Three of the party are sleeping, and the remainder either mending their clothing, or killing fleas, or lethargically munching bread collected at the windows of the Cossacks’ huts. I find the sight of them weary me as much as does the young fellows fatuous babble. Also, I find that whenever the elder of the two women lifts her eyes from her work, and half smiles, the faint half-smile in question vexes me intensely. Consequently, I end by departing in Konev’s wake.


    Guarding the entrance of the churchyard, four poplar trees stand erect, save when, as the wind harries them, they bow alternately to the arid, dusty earth and towards the dim vista of tow-coloured steppe and snowcapped mountain peaks. Yet, oh how that steppe, bathed in golden sunshine, draws one to itself and its smooth desolation of sweet, dry grasses as the parched, fragrant expanse rustles under the soughing wind!


    “You ask about that woman, eh?” queries Konev, whom I find leaning against one of the poplar trunks, and embracing it with an arm.


    “Yes. From where does she hail?”


    “From Riazan, she says. Another story of hers is that her name is Tatiana.”


    “Has she been with you long?”


    “No. In fact, it was only this morning, some thirty versts from here, that I overtook her and her companion. However, I have seen her before, at Maikop-on-Laba, during the season of hay harvest, when she had with her an elderly, smoothfaced muzhik who might have been a soldier, and certainly was either her lover or an uncle, as well as a bully and a drunkard of the type which, before it has been two days in a place, starts about as many brawls. At present, however, she is tramping with none but this female companion, for, after that the ‘uncle’ had drunk away his very belly-band and reins, he was clapped in gaol. The Cossack, you know, is an awkward person to deal with.”


    Although Konev speaks without constraint, his eyes are fixed upon the ground in a manner suggestive of some disturbing thought. And as the breeze ruffles his dishevelled beard and ragged pea-jacket it ends by robbing his head of his cap — of the tattered, peakless clout which, with rents in its lining, so closely resembles a tchepchik [Woman’s mob-cap], as to communicate to the picturesque features of its wearer an appearance comically feminine.


    “Ye-es,” expectorating, and drawling the words between his teeth, he continues: “She is a remarkable woman, a regular, so to speak, highstepper. Yet it must have been the Devil himself that blew this young oaf with the bloated jowl on to the scene. Otherwise I should soon have fixed up matters with her. The cur that he is!”


    “But once you told me that you had a wife already?”


    Darting at me an angry glance, he turns away with a mutter of:


    “AM I to carry my wife about with me in my wallet?”


    Here there comes limping across the square a moustachioed Cossack. In one hand he is holding a bunch of keys, and in the other hand a battered Cossack cap, peak in front. Behind him, sobbing and applying his knuckles to his eyes, there is creeping a curly-headed urchin of eight, while the rear is brought up by a shaggy dog whose dejected countenance and lowered tail would seem to show that he too is in disgrace. Each time that the boy whimpers more loudly than usual the Cossack halts, awaits the lad’s coming in silence, cuffs him over the head with the peak of the cap, and, resuming his way with the gait of a drunken man, leaves the boy and the dog standing where they are — the boy lamenting, and the dog wagging its tail as its old black muzzle sniffs the air. Somehow I discern in the dog’s mien of holding itself prepared for anything that may turn up, a certain resemblance to Konev’s bearing, save that the dog is older in appearance than is the vagabond.


    “You mentioned my wife, I think?” presently he resumes with a sigh. “Yes, I know, but not EVERY malady proves mortal, and I have been married nineteen years!”


    The rest is well-known to me, for all too frequently have I heard it and similar tales. Unfortunately, I cannot now take the trouble to stop him; so once more I am forced to let his complaints come oozing tediously into my ears.


    “The wench was plump,” says Konev, “and panting for love; so we just got married, and brats began to come tumbling from her like bugs from a bunk.”


    Subsiding a little, the breeze takes, as it were, to whispering.


    “In fact, I could scarcely turn round for them. Even now seven of them are alive, though originally the stud numbered thirteen. And what was the use of such a gang? For, consider: my wife is forty-two, and I am forty-three. She is elderly, and I am what you behold. True, hitherto I have contrived to keep up my spirits; yet poverty is wearing me down, and when, last winter, my old woman went to pieces I set forth (for what else could I do?) to tour the towns. In fact, folk like you and myself have only one job available — the job of licking one’s chops, and keeping one’s eyes open. Yet, to tell you the truth, I no sooner perceive myself to be growing superfluous in a place than I spit upon that place, and clear out of it.”


    Never to this sturdy, inveterate rascal does it seem to occur to insinuate that he has been doing work of any kind, or that he in the least cares to do any; while at the same time all self-pity is eschewed in his narrative, and he relates his experiences much as though they are the experiences of another man, and not of himself.


    Presently, as the Cossack and the boy draw level with us, the former, fingering his moustache, inquires thickly:


    “Whence are you come?”


    “From Russia.”


    “All such folk come from there.”


    Thereafter, with a gesture of disdain, this man of the abnormally broad nose, eyes floating in fat, and flaxen head shaped like a flounder’s, resumes his way towards the porch of the church. As for the boy, he wipes his nose and follows him while the dog sniffs at our legs, yawns, and stretches itself by the churchyard wall.


    “Did you see?” mutters Konev. “Oh yes, I tell you that the folk here are far less amiable than our own folk in Russia... But hark! What is that?”


    To our ears there have come from behind the corner of the churchyard wall a woman’s scream and the sound of dull blows. Rushing thither, we behold the fair-headed peasant seated on the prostrate form of the young fellow from Penza, and methodically, gruntingly delivering blow after blow upon the young fellow’s ears with his ponderous fists, while counting the blows as he does so. Vainly, at the same time, the woman from Riazan is prodding the assailant in the back, whilst her female companion is shrieking, and the crowd at large has leapt to its feet, and, collected into a knot, is shouting gleefully, “THAT’S the way! THAT’S the way!”


    “Five!” the fair-headed peasant counts.


    “Why are you doing this?” the prostrate man protests.


    “Six!”


    “Oh dear!” ejaculates Konev, dancing with nervousness. “Oh dear, oh dear!”


    The smacking, smashing blows fall in regular cadence as, prone on his face, the young fellow kicks, struggles and puffs up the dust. Meanwhile a tall, dour man in a straw hat is rolling up a shirt-sleeve, and alternately bending and stretching a long arm, whilst a lithe, white-headed young stripling is hopping, sparrow-like, from one onlooker to another, and exclaiming in suppressed, cautious tones:


    “Stop it, pray stop it, or we shall be arrested for creating a disturbance!”


    Presently the tall man strides towards the fair-headed peasant, deals him a single blow which knocks him from the back of the young fellow, and, turning to the crowd, says with an informing air:


    “THAT’S how we do it in Tambov!”


    “Brutes! Villains!” screams the woman from Riazan, as she bends over the young fellow. Her cheeks are livid, and as she wipes the flushed face of the beaten youth with the hem of her gown, her dark eyes are flashing with dry wrath, and her lips quivering so painfully as to disclose a set of fine, level teeth.


    Konev, pecking up to her, says with an air of advice:


    “You had better take him away, and give him some water.”


    Upon this the fair-headed muzhik, rising to his knees, stretches a fist towards the man from Tambov, and exclaims:


    “Why should he have gone and bragged of his strength, pray?”


    “Was that a good reason for thrashing him?”


    “And who are you?”


    “Who am I?”


    “Yes, who are YOU?”


    “Never mind. See that I don’t give you another swipe!”


    Upon this the onlookers plunge into a heated debate as to who was actually the beginner of the disturbance, while the lithe young fellow continues to wring his hands, and cry imploringly:


    “DON’T make so much noise about it! Remember that we are in a strange land, and that the folk hereabouts are strict.”


    So queerly do his ears project from his head that he would seem to be able, if he pleased, to fold them right over his eyes.


    Suddenly from the roseate heavens comes the vibrant note of a bell; whereupon, the hubbub ceases and at the same moment a young Cossack with a face studded with freckles, and, in his hands, a cudgel, makes his appearance among the crowd.


    “What does all this mean?” he inquires not uncivilly.


    “They have been beating a man,” the woman from Riazan replies. As she does so she looks comely in spite of her wrath.


    The Cossack glances at her — then smiles.


    “And where is the party going to sleep?” he inquires of the crowd.


    “Here,” someone ventures.


    “Then you must not — someone might break into the church. Go, rather, to the Ataman [Cossack headman or mayor], and you will be billeted among the huts.”


    “It is a matter of no consequence,” Konev remarks as he paces beside me. “Yet—”


    “They seem to be taking us for robbers,” is my interruption.


    “As is everywhere the way,” he comments. “It is but one thing more laid to our charge. Caution decides always that a stranger is a thief.”


    In front of us walks the woman from Riazan, in company with the young fellow of the bloated features. He is downcast of mien, and at length mutters something which I cannot catch, but in answer to which she tosses her head, and says in a distinct, maternal tone:


    “You are too young to associate with such brutes.”


    The bell of the church is slowly beating, and from the huts there keep coming neat old men and women who make the hitherto deserted street assume a brisk appearance, and the squat huts take on a welcoming air.


    In a resonant, girlish voice there meets our ears:


    “Ma-am! Ma-amka! Where is the key of the green box? I want my ribands!”


    While in answer to the bell’s summons, the oxen low a deep echo.


    The wind has fallen, but reddish clouds still are gliding over the hamlet, and the mountain peaks blushing until they seem, thawing, to be sending streams of golden, liquid fire on to the steppes, where, as though cast in stone, a stork, standing on one leg, is listening, seemingly, to the rustling of the heat-exhausted herbage.


    
      

    


    In the forecourt of the Ataman’s hut we are deprived of our passports, while two of our number, found to be without such documents, are led away to a night’s lodging in a dark storehouse in a corner of the premises. Everything is executed quietly enough, and without the least fuss, purely as a matter of routine; yet Konev mutters, as dejectedly he contemplates the darkening sky:


    “What a surprising thing, to be sure!”


    “What is?”


    “A passport. Surely a decent, peaceable man ought to be able to travel WITHOUT a passport? So long as he be harmless, let him—”


    “You are not harmless,” with angry emphasis the woman from Riazan interposes.


    Konev closes his eyes with a smile, and says nothing more.


    Almost until the vigil service is over are we kept kicking our heels about that forecourt, like sheep in a slaughter-house. Then Konev, myself, the two women, and the fat-faced young fellow are led away towards the outskirts of the village, and allotted an empty hut with broken-down walls and a cracked window.


    “No going out will be permitted,” says the Cossack who has conducted us thither. “Else you will be arrested.”


    “Then give us a morsel of bread,” Konev says with a stammer. “Have you done any work here?” the Cossack inquires.


    “Yes — a little.”


    “For me?”


    “No. It did not so happen.”


    “When it does so happen I will give you some bread.”


    And like a water-butt the fat kindly-looking man goes rolling out of the yard.


    “What else was to be expected?” grumbles Konev with his eyebrows elevated to the middle of his forehead. “The folk hereabouts are knaves. Ah, well!”


    As for the women, they withdraw to the darkest corner of the hut, and lie down, while the young fellow disappears after probing the walls and floor, and returns with an armful of straw which he strews upon the hard, beaten clay. Then he stretches himself thereon with hands clasped behind his battered head.


    “See the resourcefulness of that fellow from Penza!” comments Konev enviously. “Hi, you women! There is, it would seem, some straw about.”


    To this comes from the women’s corner the acid reply:


    “Then go and fetch some.”


    “For you?”


    “Yes, for us.”


    “Then I must, I suppose.”


    Nevertheless Konev merely remains sitting on the windowsill, and discoursing on the subject of certain needy folk who do but desire to go and say their prayers in church, yet are banded into barns.


    “Yes, and though you may say that folk, the world over, have a soul in common, I tell you that this is not so — that, on the contrary, we Russian strangers find it a hard matter here to get looked upon as respectable.”


    With which he slips out quietly into the street, and disappears from view.


    The young fellow’s sleep is restless — he keeps tossing about, with his fat arms and legs sprawling over the floor, and grunting, and snoring. Under him the straw makes a crackling sound, while the two women whisper together in the darkness, and the reeds of the dry thatch on the roof rustle (the wind is still drawing an occasional breath), and ever and anon a twig brushes against an outside wall. The scene is like a scene in a dream.


    Out of doors the myriad tongues of the pitch-black, starless night seem to be debating something in soft, sad, pitiful tones which ever keep growing fainter; until, when the hour of ten has been struck on the watchman’s gong, and the metal ceases to vibrate, the world grows quieter still, much as though all living things, alarmed by the clang in the night, have concealed themselves in the invisible earth or the equally invisible heavens.


    I seat myself by the window, and watch how the earth keeps exhaling darkness, and the darkness enveloping, drowning the grey, blurred huts in black, tepid vapour, though the church remains invisible — evidently something stands interposed between it and my viewpoint. And it seems to me that the wind, the seraph of many pinions which has spent three days in harrying the land, must now have whirled the earth into a blackness, a denseness, in which, exhausted, and panting, and scarcely moving, it is helplessly striving to remain within the encompassing, all-pervading obscurity where, helpless and weary in like degree, the wind has sloughed its thousands of wing-feathers — feathers white and blue and golden of tint, but also broken, and smeared with dust and blood.


    And as I think of our petty, grievous human life, as of a drunkard’s tune on a sorry musical instrument, or as of a beautiful song spoilt by a witless, voiceless singer, there begins to wail in my soul an insatiable longing to breathe forth words of sympathy with all mankind, words of burning love for all the world, words of appreciation of, for example, the sun’s beauty as, enfolding the earth in his beams, and caressing and fertilising her, he bears her through the expanses of blue. Yes, I yearn to recite to my fellow-men words which shall raise their heads. And at length I find myself compounding the following jejune lines:


    To our land we all are born

    In happiness to dwell.

    The sun has bred us to this land

    Its fairness to excel.

    In the temple of the sun

    We high priests are, divine.

    Then each of us should claim his life,

    And cry, “This life is mine!”


    
      
    


    Meanwhile from the women’s corner there comes a soft, intermittent whispering; and as it continues to filter through the darkness, I strain my ears until I succeed in catching a few of the words uttered, and can distinguish at least the voices of the whisperers.


    The woman from Riazan mutters firmly, and with assurance:


    “Never ought you to show that it hurts you.”


    And with a sniff, in a tone of dubious acquiescence, her companion replies:


    “Ye-es-so long as one can bear it.”


    “Ah, but never mind. PRETEND. That is to say, when he beats you, make light of it, and treat it as a joke.”


    “But what if he beats me very much indeed?”


    “Continue still to make light of it, still to smile at him kindly.”


    “Well, YOU can never have been beaten, for you do not seem to know what it is like.”


    “Oh, but I have, my dear — I do know what it is like, for my experience of it has been large. Do not be afraid, however. HE won’t beat you.”


    A dog yelps, pauses a moment to listen, and then barks more angrily than ever. Upon that other dogs reply, and for a moment or two I am annoyed to find that I cannot overhear the women’s conversation. In time, however, the dogs cease their uproar, for want of breath, and the suppressed dialogue filters once more to my ears.


    “Never forget, my dear, that a muzhik’s life is a hard one. Yes, for us plain folk life is hard. Hence, one ought to make nothing of things, and let them come easy to one.”


    “Mother of God!”


    “And particularly should a woman so face things; for upon her everything depends. For one thing, let her take to herself, in place of her mother, a husband or a sweetheart. Yes, try that, and see. And though, at first, your husband may find fault with you, he will afterwards take to boasting to other muzhiks that he has a wife who can do everything, and remain ever as bright and loving as the month of May. Never does she give in; never WOULD she give in — no, not if you were to cut off her head!”


    “Indeed?”


    “Yes. And see if that will not come to be your opinion as much as mine.”


    Again, to my annoyance, the dialogue is interrupted — this time by the sound of uncertain footsteps in the street without. Thus the next words of the women’s conversation escape me. Then I hear:


    “Have you ever read ‘The Vision of the Mother of God’?”


    “N-no, I have not.”


    “Then you had better ask some older woman than myself to tell you about it, for it is a good book to become acquainted with. Can you read?”


    “No, I cannot. But tell me, yourself, what the vision was?”


    “Listen, and I will do so.”


    From outside the window Konev’s voice softly inquires:


    “Is that our lot in there? Yes? Thank God, then, for I had nearly lost my way after stirring up a lot of dogs, and being forced to use my fists upon them. Here, you! Catch hold!”


    With which, handing me a large watermelon, he clambers through the window with a great clattering and disturbance.


    “I have managed also to gee a good supply of bread,” he continues. “Perhaps you believe that I stole it? But no. Indeed, why should one steal when one can beg-a game at which I am particularly an old hand, seeing that always, on any occasion, I can make up to people? It happened like this. When I went out I saw a fire glowing in a hut, and folk seated at supper. And since, wherever many people are present, one of them at least has a kind heart, I ate and drank my fill, and then managed to make off with provender for you as well. Hi, you women!”


    There follows no answer.


    “I believe those daughters of whores must be asleep,” he comments. “Hi, women!”


    “What is it?” drily inquires the woman from Riazan.


    “Should you like a taste of water-melon?”


    “I should, thank you.”


    Thereupon, Konev begins to make his way towards the voice.


    “Yes, bread, soft wheaten bread such as you—”


    Here the other woman whines in beggar fashion:


    “And give ME a taste, too.”


    “Oh, yes, I will. But where the devil are you?”


    “And a taste of melon as well?”


    “Yes, certainly. Hullo! Who is this?”


    From the woman from Riazan comes a cry of pain.


    “Mind how you step, wretch!” she exclaims.


    “All right, but you needn’t make so much noise about it. You see how dark it is, and I—”


    “You ought to have struck a match, then.”


    “I possess but a quarter of a match, for matches are not over-plentiful, and even if I did catch hold of you no great harm can have been done. For instance, when your husband used to beat you he must have hurt you far worse than I. By the way, DID he beat you?”


    “What business is that of yours?”


    “None; only, I am curious to know. Surely a woman like you—”


    “See here. Do not dare to touch me, or I—”


    “Or you what?”


    There ensues a prolonged altercation amid which I can hear epithets of increasing acerbity and opprobrium being applied; until the woman from Riazan exclaims hoarsely:


    “Oh, you coward of a man, take that!”


    Whereupon follows a scrimmage amid which I can distinguish slappings, gross chuckles from Konev, and a muffled cry from the younger woman of:


    “Oh, do not so behave, you wretch!”


    Striking a match, I approach the spot, and pull Konev away. He is in no way abashed, but merely cooled in his ardour as, seated on the floor at my feet, and panting and expectorating, he says reprovingly to the woman:


    “When folk wish merely to have a game with you, you ought not to let yourself lose your temper. Fie, fie!”


    “Are you hurt?” the woman inquires quietly.


    “What do you suppose? You have cut my lip, but that is the worst damage.”


    “Then if you come here again I will lay the whole of your face open.”


    “Vixen! What bumpkinish stupidity!”


    Konev turns to myself.


    “And as for you, you go catching at the first thing you find, and have torn my coat.”


    “Then do not insult people.”


    “INSULT people, fool? The idea of anyone insulting a woman like THAT!”


    Whereafter, with a mean chuckle, the fellow goes on to discourse upon the ease with which peasant women err, and upon their love of deceiving their husbands.


    “The impudent rascal!” comments the woman from Penza sleepily.


    After a while the young fellow springs to his feet, and grates his teeth. Then, reseating himself, and clutching at his head, he says gloomily:


    “I intend to leave here tomorrow, and go home. I do not care WHAT becomes of me.”


    With which he subsides on to the floor as though exhausted.


    “The blockhead!” is Konev’s remark.


    Amid the darkness a black shape rises. It does so as soundlessly as a fish in a pond, glides to the door, and disappears.


    “That was she,” remarks Konev. “What a strong woman! However, if you had not pulled me away, I should have got the better of her. By God I should!”


    “Then follow her, and make another attempt.”


    “No,” after a moment’s reflection he rejoins. “Out there she might get hold of a stick, or a brick, or some such thing. However, I’LL get even with her. As a matter of fact, you wasted your time in stopping me, for she detests me like the very devil.”


    And he renews his wearisome boastings of his conquests; until suddenly, he stops as though he has swallowed his tongue.


    All becomes quiet; everything seems to have come to a halt, and to be pressing close in sleep to the motionless earth. I too grow drowsy, and have a vision amid which my mind returns to the donations which I have received that day, and sees them swell and multiply and increase in weight until I feel their bulk pressing upon me like a tumulus of the steppes. Next, the coppery notes of a bell jar in my ears, and, struck at random intervals, go floating away into the darkness.


    It is the hour of midnight.


    Soon, scattered drops of rain begin to patter down upon the dry thatch of the hut and the dust in the street outside, while a cricket continues chirping as though it were hurriedly relating a tale. Also, I hear filtering forth into the darkness a softly gulped, eager whispering.


    “Think,” says one of the voices, “what it must mean to have to go tramping about without work, or only with work for another to do!”


    The young fellow who has been so soundly thrashed replies in a dull voice:


    “I know nothing of you.”


    “More softly, more softly!” urges the woman.


    “What is it you want?”


    “I want NOTHING. It is merely that I am sorry for you as a man yet young and strong. You see — well, I have not lived with my eyes shut. That is why I say, come with me.”


    “But come whither?”


    “To the coast, where I know there to be beautiful plots of land for the asking. You yourself can see how good the land hereabout is. Well, there land better still is to be obtained.”


    “Liar!”


    “More softly, more softly!” again urges the woman. “Moreover, I am not bad-looking, and can manage things well, and do any sort of work. Hence you and I might live quite peacefully and happily, and come, eventually, to have a place of our own. Yes, and I could bear and rear you a child. Only see how fit I am. Only feel this breast of mine.”


    The young fellow snorts, and I begin to find the situation oppressive, and to long to let the couple know that I am not asleep. Curiosity, however, prevents me, and I continue listening to the strange, arresting dialogue.


    “Wait a little,” whispers the woman with a gasp. “Do not play with me, for I am not that sort of woman. Yes, I mean what I say. Let be!”


    Rudely, roughly the young fellow replies:


    “Then don’t run after me. A woman who runs after a man, and plays the whore with him, is—”


    “Less noise, please — less noise, I beg of you, or we shall be heard, and I shall be put to shame!”


    “Doesn’t it put you to shame to be offering yourself to me like this?”


    A silence ensues, save that the young fellow goes on snorting and fidgeting, and the raindrops continue to fall with the same reluctance, the same indolence, as ever. Then once more the woman’s voice is heard through the pattering.


    “Perhaps,” says the voice, “you have guessed that I am seeking a husband? Yes, I AM seeking one — a good, steady muzhik.”


    “But I am NOT a good, steady muzhik.”


    “Fie, fie!”


    “What?” he sniggers. “A husband for you? The impudence of you! A ‘husband’! Go along!”


    “Listen to me. I am tired of tramping.”


    “Then go home.”


    This time there ensues a long pause. Then the woman says very softly:


    “I have neither home nor kindred.”


    “A lie!” ejaculates the young fellow.


    “No, by God it is not a lie! The Mother of God forget me if it is.”


    In these last words I can detect the note of tears. By this time the situation has become intolerable, for I am yearning to rise and kick the young fellow out of the hut, and then to have a long and earnest talk with his companion. “Oh that I could take her to my arms,” I reflect, “and cherish her as I would a poor lost child!”


    After a while the sounds of a new struggle between the pair are heard.


    “Don’t put me off like that!” growls the young fellow.


    “And don’t you make any attempt upon me! I am not the sort of woman to be forced.”


    The next moment there arises a cry of pain and astonishment.


    “What was that for? What was that for?” the woman wails.


    With an answering exclamation I spring to my feet, for my feelings have become those of a wild beast.


    At once everything grows quiet again, save that someone, crawls over the floor and, in leaving the hut, jars the latch of the crazy, single-hinged portal.


    “It was not my fault,” grumbles the young fellow. “It all came of that stinking woman offering herself to me. Besides, the place is full of bugs, and I cannot sleep.”


    “Beast!” pants someone in the vicinity.


    “Hold your tongue, bitch!” is the fellow’s retort.


    By now the rain has ceased, and such air as filters through the window seems increasedly stifling. Momentarily the hush grows deeper, until the breast feels filled with a sense of oppression, and the face and eyes as though they were glued over with a web. Even when I step into the yard I find the place to be like a cellar on a summer’s day, when the very ice has melted in the dark retreat, and the latter’s black cavity is charged with hot, viscous humidity.


    Somewhere near me a woman is gulping out sobs. For a moment or two I listen; then I approach her, and come upon her seated in a corner with her head in her hands, and her body rocking to and fro as though she were doing me obeisance.


    Yet I feel angry, somehow, and remain standing before her without speaking — until at length I ask:


    “Are you mad?”


    “Go away,” is, after a pause, her only reply.


    “I heard all that you said to that young fellow.”


    “Oh, did you? Then what business is it of yours? Are you my brother?”


    Yet she speaks the words absent-mindedly rather than angrily. Around us the dim, blurred walls are peering in our direction with sightless eyes, while in the vicinity a bullock is drawing deep breaths.


    I seat myself by her side.


    “Should you remain much longer in that position,” I remark, “you will have a headache.”


    There follows no reply.


    “Am I disturbing you?” I continue.


    “Oh no; not at all.” And, lowering her hands, she looks at me. “Whence do you come?”


    “From Nizhni Novgorod.”


    “Oh, from a long way off!”


    “Do you care for that young fellow?”


    Not for a moment or two does she answer; and when she does so she answers as though the words have been rehearsed.


    “Not particularly. It is that he is a strong young fellow who has lost his way, and is too much of a fool (as you too must have seen) to find it again. So I am very sorry for him. A good muzhik ought to be well placed.”


    On the bell of the church there strikes the hour of two. Without interrupting herself, the woman crosses her breast at each stroke.


    “Always,” she continues, “I feel sorry when I see a fine young fellow going to the dogs. If I were able, I would take all such young men, and restore them to the right road.”


    “Then you are not sorry FOR YOURSELF?”


    “Not for myself? Oh yes, for myself as well.”


    “Then why flaunt yourself before this booby, as you have been doing?”


    “Because I might reform him. Do you not think so? Ah, you do not know me.”


    A sigh escapes her.


    “He hit you, I think?” I venture.


    “No, he did not. And in any case you are not to touch him.”


    “Yet you cried out?”


    Suddenly she leans towards me, and says:


    “Yes, he did strike me — he struck me on the breast, and would have overpowered me had it not been that I cannot, I will not, do things heartlessly, like a cat. Oh, the brutes that men can be!”


    Here the conversation undergoes an interruption through the fact that someone has come out to the hut door, and is whistling softly, as for a dog.


    “There he is!” whispers the woman.


    “Then had I not best send him about his business?”


    “No, no!” she exclaims, catching at my knees. “No need is there for that, no need is there for that!”


    Then with a low moan she adds:


    “Oh Lord, how I pity our folk and their lives! Oh God our Father!”


    Her shoulders heave, and presently she bursts into tears, with a whisper, between the pitiful sobs, of:


    “How, on such a night as this, one remembers all that one has ever seen, and the folk that ever one has known! And oh, how wearisome, wearisome it all is! And how I should like to cry throughout the world — But to cry what? I know not — I have no message to deliver.”


    That feeling I can understand as well as she, for all too often has it seemed to crush my soul with voiceless longing.


    Then, as I stroke her bowed head and quivering shoulder, I ask her who she is; and presently, on growing a little calmer, she tells me the history of her life.


    She is, it appears, the daughter of a carpenter and bee-keeper. On her mother’s death, this man married a young woman, and allowed her, as stepmother, to persuade him to place the narrator, Tatiana, in a convent, where she (Tatiana) lived from the age of nine till adolescence, and, meanwhile, was taught her letters, and also a certain amount of manual labour; until, later, her father married her off to a friend of his, a well-to-do ex-soldier, who was acting as forester on the convent’s estate.


    As the woman relates this, I feel vexed that I cannot see her face — only a dim, round blur amid which there looms what appears to be a pair of closed eyes. Also, so complete is the stillness, that she can narrate her story in a barely audible whisper; and I gain the impression that the pair of us are sitting plunged in a void of darkness where life does not exist, yet where we are destined to begin life.


    “However, the man was a libertine and a drunkard, and many a riotous night did he spend with his cronies in the porter’s lodge of the convent. Also, he tried to arouse a similar taste in myself; and though for a time I resisted the tendency, I at length, on his taking to beating me, yielded. Only for one man, however, had I really a liking; and with him it was, and not with my husband, that I first learnt the meaning of spousehood.... Unfortunately, my lover himself was married; and in time his wife came to hear of me, and procured my husband’s dismissal. The chief reason was that the lady, a person of great wealth, was herself handsome, albeit stout, and did not care to see her place assumed by a nobody. Next, my husband died of drink; and as my father had long been dead, and I found myself alone, I went to see and consult my stepmother. All that she said, however, was: ‘Why come to me? Go and think things out for yourself.’ And I too then reflected: ‘Yes, why should I have gone to her?’ and repaired to the convent. Yet even there there seemed to be no place left for me, and eventually old Mother Taisia, who had once been my governess, said: ‘Tatiana, do you return to the world, for there, and only there, will you have a chance of happiness. So to the world I returned — and still am roaming it.”


    “Your quest of happiness is not following an easy road!”


    “It is following the road that it best can.”


    By now the darkness has ceased to keep spread over us, as it were, the stretched web of a heavy curtain, but has grown thinner and more transparent with the tension, save that, in places (for instance, in the window of the hut), it still lies in thick folds or clots as it peers at us with its sightless eyes.


    Over the hummock-like roofs of the huts rise the church’s steeple and the poplar trees; while hither and thither on the wall of the hut, the cracks and holes in the crumbling plaster have caused the wall to resemble the map of an unknown country.


    Glancing at the woman’s dark eyes, I perceive them to be shining as pensively, innocently as the eyes of a young maiden.


    “You are indeed a curious woman!” I remark.


    “Perhaps I am,” she replies as she moistens her lips with a slender, almost feline tongue.


    “What are you really seeking?”


    “I have considered the matter, and know, at last, my mind. It is this: I hope some day to fall in with a good muzhik with whom to go in search of land. Probably land of the kind, I mean, is to be found in the neighbourhood of New Athos, [A monastery in the Caucasus, built on the reputed site of a cave tenanted by Simeon the Canaanite] for I have been there already, and know of a likely spot for the purpose. And there we shall set our place in order, and lay out a garden and an orchard, and prepare as much plough land as we may need for our working.”


    Her words are now firmer, more assured.


    “And when we have put everything in order, other folk may join us; and then, as the oldest settlers in the place, we shall hold the position of honour. And thus things will continue until a new village, really a fine settlement, will have become formed — a settlement of which my husband will be selected the warden until such time as I shall have made of him a barin [Gentleman or squire] outright. Also, children may one day play in that garden, and a summer-house be built there. Ah, how delightful such a life appears!”


    In fact, she has planned out the future so thoroughly that already she can describe the new establishment in as much detail as though she has long been a resident in it.


    “Yes, I yearn indeed for a nice home!” she continues. “Oh that such a home could fall to my lot! But the first requisite, of course, is a muzhik.”


    Her gentle face and eyes peer into the waning night as though they aspire to caress everything upon which they may light.


    And all the while I am feeling sorry for her — sorry almost to tears. To conceal the fact I murmur:


    “Should I myself suit you?”


    She gives a faint laugh.


    “No.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because the ideas in your mind are different from mine.”


    “How do you know what my ideas are?”


    She edges away from me a little, then says drily:


    “Because I can see them in your eyes. To be plain, I could never consent.”


    With a finger tapping upon the mouldy, gnarled old oaken stump on which we are sitting, she adds:


    “The Cossacks, for instance, live comfortably enough; yet I do not like them.”


    “What in them is it that displeases you?”


    “Somehow they repel me. True, much of everything is theirs; yet also they have ways which alienate me.”


    Unable any longer to conceal from her my pity, I say gently:


    “Never, I fear, will you discover what you are seeking.”


    She shakes her head protestingly.


    “And never ought a woman to be discouraged,” she retorts. “Woman’s proper round is to wish for a child, and to nurse it, and, when it has been weaned, to get herself ready to have another one. That is how woman should live. She should live as pass spring and summer, autumn and winter.”


    I find it a pleasure to watch the play of the woman’s intellectual features; and though, also, I long to take her in my arms, I feel that my better plan will be to seek once more the quiet, empty steppe, and, bearing in me the recollection of this woman, to resume my lonely journey towards the region where the silver wall of the mountains merges with the sky, and the dark ravines gape at the steppe with their chilly jaws. At the moment, however, I cannot so do, for the Cossacks have temporarily deprived me of my passport.


    “What are you yourself seeking?” she asks suddenly as again she edges towards me.


    “Simply nothing. My one desire is to observe how folk live.”


    “And are you travelling alone?”


    “I am.”


    “Even as am I. Oh God, how many lonely people there are in the world!”


    By this time the cattle are awakening from slumber, and, with their soft lowings, reminding one of a pipe which I used to hear played by a certain blind old man. Next, four times, with unsteady touch, the drowsy watchman strikes his gong — twice softly, once with a vigour that clangs the metal again, and a fourth time with a mere tap of the iron hammer against the copper plate.


    “What sort of lives do the majority of folk lead?”


    “Sorry lives.”


    “Yes, that is what I too have found.”


    A pause follows. Then the woman says quietly:


    “See, dawn is breaking, yet never this night have my eyes closed. Often I am like that; often I keep thinking and thinking until I seem to be the only human being in the world, and the only human being destined to re-order it.”


    “Many folk live unworthy lives. They live them amid discord, abasement, and wrongs innumerable, wrongs born of want and stupidity.”


    And as the words leave my lips my mind loses itself in recollections of all the dark and harrowing and shameful scenes that I have beheld.


    “Listen,” I say. “You may approach a man with nothing but good in your heart, and be prepared to surrender both your freedom and your strength; yet still he may fail to understand you aright. And how shall he be blamed for this, seeing that never may he have been shown what is good?”


    She lays a hand upon my shoulder, and looks straight into my eyes as she parts her comely lips.


    “True,” she rejoins— “But, dear friend, it is also true that goodness never bargains.”


    Together she and I seem to be drifting towards a vista which is coming to look, as it sloughs the shadow of night, ever clearer and clearer. It is a vista of white huts, silvery trees, a red church, and dew-bespangled earth. And as the sun rises he reveals to us clustered, transparent clouds which, like thousands of snow-white birds, go gliding over our heads.


    “Yes,” she whispers again as gently she gives me a nudge. “As one pursues one’s lonely way one thinks and thinks — but of what? Dear friend, you have said that no one really cares what is the matter. Ah, HOW true that is!”


    Here she springs to her feet, and, pulling me up with her, glues herself to my breast with a vehemence which causes me momentarily to push her away. Upon this, bursting into tears, she tends towards me again, and kisses me with lips so dry as almost to cut me — she kisses me in a way which penetrates to my very soul.


    “You have been oh, so good!” she whispers softly. As she speaks, the earth seems to be sinking under my feet.


    Then she tears herself away, glances around the courtyard, and darts to a corner where, under a fence, a clump of herbage is sprouting.


    “Go now,” she adds in a whisper. “Yes, go.”


    Then, with a confused smile, as, crouching among the herbage as though it had been a small cave, she rearranges her hair, she adds:


    “It has befallen so. Ah, me! May God grant unto me His pardon!”


    Astonished, feeling that I must be dreaming, I gaze at her with gratitude, for I sense an extraordinary lightness to be present in my breast, a radiant void through which joyous, intangible words and thoughts keep flying as swallows wheel across the firmament.


    “Amid a great sorrow,” she adds, “even a small joy becomes a great felicity.”


    Yet as I glance at the woman’s bosom, whereon moist beads are standing like dewdrops on the outer earth; as I glance at that bosom, whereon the sun’s rays are finding a roseate reflection, as though the blood were oozing through the skin, my rapture dies away, and turns to sorrow, heartache, and tears. For in me there is a presentiment that before the living juice within that bosom shall have borne fruit, it will have become dried up.


    Presently, in a tone almost of self-excuse, and one wherein the words sound a little sadly, she continues:


    “Times there are when something comes pouring into my soul which makes my breasts ache with the pain of it. What is there for me to do at such moments save reveal my thoughts to the moon, or, in the daytime, to a river? Oh God in Heaven! And afterwards I feel as ashamed of myself!... Do not look at me like that. Why stare at me with those eyes, eyes so like the eyes of a child?”


    “YOUR face, rather, is like a child’s,” I remark.


    “What? Is it so stupid?”


    “Something like that.”


    As she fastens up her bodice she continues:


    “Soon the time will be five o’clock, when the bell will ring for Mass. To Mass I must go today, for I have a prayer to offer to the Mother of God... Shall you be leaving here soon?”


    “Yes — as soon, that is to say, as I have received back my passport.”


    “And for what destination?”


    “For Alatyr. And you?”


    She straightens her attire, and rises. As she does so I perceive that her hips are narrower than her shoulders, and that throughout she is well-proportioned and symmetrical.


    “I? As yet I do not know. True, I had thought of proceeding to Naltchik, but now, perhaps, I shall not do so, for all my future is uncertain.”


    Upon that she extends to me a pair of strong, capable arms, and proposes with a blush:


    “Shall we kiss once more before we part?”


    She clasps me with the one arm, and with the other makes the sign of the cross, adding:


    “Good-bye, dear friend, and may Christ requite you for all your words, for all your sympathy!”


    “Then shall we travel together?”


    At the words she frees herself, and says firmly, nay, sternly:


    “Not so. Never would I consent to such a plan. Of course, had you been a muzhik — but no. Even then what would have been the use of it, seeing that life is to be measured, not by a single hour, but by years?”


    And, quietly smiling me a farewell, she moves away towards the hut, whilst I, remaining seated, lose myself in thoughts of her. Will she ever overtake her quest in life? Shall I ever behold her again?


    The bell for early Mass begins, though for some time past the hamlet has been astir, and humming in a sedate and non-festive fashion.


    I enter the hut to fetch my wallet, and find the place empty. Evidently the whole party has left by the gap in the broken-down wall.


    I repair, next, to the Ataman’s office, where I receive back my passport before setting out to look for my companions in the square.


    In similar fashion to yesterday those “folk from Russia” are lolling alongside the churchyard wall, and also have seated among them, leaning his back against a log, the fat-jowled youth from Penza, with his bruised face looking even larger and uglier than before, for the reason that his eyes are sunken amid purple protuberances.


    Presently there arrives a newcomer in the shape of an old man with a grey head adorned with a faded velvet skull-cap, a pointed beard, a lean, withered frame, prominent cheekbones, a red, porous-looking, cunningly hooked nose, and the eyes of a thief.


    Him a flaxen-haired youth from Orel joins with a similar youth in accosting.


    “Why are YOU tramping?” inquires the former.


    “And why are YOU?” the old man retorts in nasal tones as, looking at no one, he proceeds to mend the handle of a battered metal teapot with a piece of wire.


    “We are travelling in search of work, and therefore living as we have been commanded to live.”


    “By WHOM commanded?”


    “By God. Have you forgotten?”


    Carelessly, but succinctly, the old man retorts:


    “Take heed lest upon you, some day, God vomit all the dust and litter which you are raising by tramping His earth!”


    “How?” cries one of the youths, a long-eared stripling.


    “Were not Christ and His Apostles also tramps?”


    “Yes, CHRIST,” is the old man’s meaning reply as he raises his sharp eyes to those of his opponent. “But what are you talking of, you fools? With whom are you daring to compare yourselves? Take care lest I report you to the Cossacks!”


    I have listened to many such arguments, and always found them distasteful, even as I have done discussions regarding the soul. Hence I feel inclined to depart.


    At this moment, however, Konev makes his appearance. His mien is dejected, and his body perspiring, while his eyes keep blinking rapidly.


    “Has any one seen Tanka — that woman from Riazan?” he inquires. “No? Then the bitch must have bolted during the night. The fact is that, overnight, someone gave me a drop or two to drink, a mere dram, but enough to lay me as fast asleep as a bear in winter-time. And in the meantime, she must have run away with that Penza fellow.”


    “No, HE is here,” I remark.


    “Oh, he is, is he? Well, as what has the company registered itself? As a set of ikon-painters, I should think!”


    Again he begins to look anxiously about him.


    “Where can she have got to?” he queries.


    “To Mass, maybe.”


    “Of course! Well, I am greatly smitten with her. Yes, my word I am!”


    Nevertheless, when Mass comes to an end, and, to the sound of a merry peal of bells, the well-dressed local Cossacks file out of church, and distribute themselves in gaudy streams about the hamlet, no Tatiana makes her appearance.


    “Then she IS gone,” says Konev ruefully. “But I’ll find her yet! I’LL come up with her!”


    That this will happen I do not feel confident. Nor do I desire that it should.


    
      

    


    Five years later I am pacing the courtyard of the Metechski Prison in Tiflis, and, as I do so, trying to imagine for what particular offence I have been incarcerated in that place of confinement.


    Picturesquely grim without, the institution is, inwardly, peopled with a set of cheerful, but clumsy, humourists. That is to say, it would seem as though, “by order of the authorities,” the inmates are presenting a stage spectacle in which they are playing, willingly and zealously, but with a complete lack of experience, imperfectly comprehended roles as prisoners, warders, and gendarmes.


    For instance, today, when a warder and a gendarme came to my cell to escort me to exercise, and I said to them, “May I be excused exercise today? I am not very well, and do not feel like, etcetera, etcetera,” the gendarme, a tall, handsome man with a red beard, held up to me a warning finger.


    “NO ONE,” he said, “has given you permission to feel, or not to feel, like doing things.”


    To which the warder, a man as dark as a chimney-sweep, with large blue “whites” to his eyes, added stutteringly:


    “To no one here has permission been given to feel, or not to feel, like doing things. You hear that?”


    So to exercise I went.


    In this stone-paved yard the air is as hot as in an oven, for overhead there lours only a small, flat patch of dull, drab-tinted sky, and on three sides of the yard rise high grey walls, with, on the fourth, the entrance-gates, topped by a sort of look-out post.


    Over the roof of the building there comes floating the dull roar of the turbulent river Kura, mingled with shouts from the hucksters of the Avlabar Bazaar (the town’s Asiatic quarter) and as a cross motif thrown into these sounds, the sighing of the wind and the cooing of doves. In fact, to be here is like being in a drum which a myriad drumsticks are beating.


    Through the bars of the double line of windows on the second and the third stories peer the murky faces and towsled heads of some of the inmates. One of the latter spits his furthest into the yard — evidently with the intention of hitting myself: but all his efforts prove vain. Another one shouts with a mordant expletive:


    “Hi, you! Why do you keep tramping up and down like an old hen? Hold up your head!”


    Meanwhile the inmates continue to intone in concert a strange chant which is as tangled as a skein of wool after serving as a plaything for a kitten’s prolonged game of sport. Sadly the chant meanders, wavers, to a high, wailing note. Then, as it were, it soars yet higher towards the dull, murky sky, breaks suddenly into a snarl, and, growling like a wild beast in terror, dies away to give place to a refrain which coils, trickles forth from between the bars of the windows until it has permeated the free, torrid air.


    As I listen to that refrain, long familiar to me, it seems to voice something intelligible, and agitates my soul almost to a sense of agony....


    Presently, while pacing up and down in the shadow of the building, I happen to glance towards the line of windows. Glued to the framework of one of the iron window-squares, I can discern a blue-eyed face. Overgrown with an untidy sable beard it is, as well as stamped with a look of perpetually grieved surprise.


    “That must be Konev,” I say to myself aloud.


    Konev it is — Konev of the well-remembered eyes. Even at this moment they are regarding me with puckered attention.


    I throw around me a hasty glance. My own warder is dozing on a shady bench near the entrance. Two more warders are engaged in throwing dice. A fourth is superintending the pumping of water by two convicts, and superciliously marking time for their lever with the formula, “Mashkam, dashkam! Dashkam, mashkam!”


    I move towards the wall.


    “Is that you, Konev?” is my inquiry.


    “It is,” he mutters as he thrusts his head a little further through the grating. “Yes, Konev I am, but who you are I have not a notion.”


    “What are you here for?”


    “For a matter of base coin, though, to be truthful, I am here accidentally, without genuine cause.”


    The warder rouses himself, and, with his keys jingling like a set of fetters, utters drowsily the command:


    “Do not stand still. Also, move further from the wall. To approach it is forbidden.”


    “But it is so hot in the middle of the yard, sir!”


    “Everywhere it is hot,” retorts the man reprovingly, and his head subsides again. From above comes the whispered query:


    “Who ARE you?”


    “Well, do you remember Tatiana, the woman from Riazan?”


    “DO I remember her?” Konev’s voice has in it a touch of subdued resentment. “DO I remember her? Why, I was tried in court together with her!”


    “Together with HER? Was she too sentenced for the passing of base coin?”


    “Yes. Why should she not have been? She was merely the victim of an accident, even as I was.”


    As I resume my walk in the stifling shade I detect that, from the windows of the basement there is issuing a smell of, in equal parts, rotten leather, mouldy grain, and dampness. To my mind there recur Tatiana’s words: “Amid a great sorrow even a small joy becomes a great felicity,” and, “I should like to build a village on some land of my own, and create for myself a new and better life.”


    And to my recollection there recur also Tatiana’s face and yearning, hungry breast. As I stand thinking of these things, there come dropping on to my head from above the low-spoken, ashen-grey words:


    “The chief conspirator in the matter was her lover, the son of a priest. He it was who engineered the plot. He has been sentenced to ten years penal servitude.”


    “And she?”


    “Tatiana Vasilievna? To the same, and I also. I leave for Siberia the day after tomorrow. The trial was held at Kutair. In Russia I should have got off with a lighter sentence than here, for the folk in these parts are, one and all, evil, barbaric scoundrels.”


    “And Tatiana, has she any children?”


    “How could she have while living such a rough life as this? Of course not! Besides, the priest’s son is a consumptive.”


    “Indeed sorry for her am I!”


    “So I expect.” And in Konev’s tone there would seem to be a touch of meaning. “The woman was a fool — of that there can be no doubt; but also she was comely, as well as a person out of the common in her pity for folk.”


    “Was it then that you found her again?”


    “When?”


    “On that Feast of the Assumption?”


    “Oh no. It was only during the following winter that I came up with her. At the time she was serving as governess to the children of an old officer in Batum whose wife had left him.”


    Something snaps behind me — something sounding like the hammer of a revolver. However, it is only the warder closing the lid of his huge watch before restoring the watch to his pocket, giving himself a stretch, and yawning to the utmost extent of his jaws.


    “You see, she had money, and, but for her restlessness, might have lived a comfortable life enough. As it was, her restlessness—”


    “Time for exercise is up!” shouts the warder.


    “Who are you?” adds Konev hastily. “Somehow I seem to remember your face; but I cannot place it.”


    Yet so stung am I with what I have heard that I move away in silence: save that just as I reach the top of the steps I turn to cry:


    “Goodbye, mate, and give her my greeting.”


    “What are you bawling for?” blusters the warder....


    The corridor is dim, and filled with an oppressive odour. The warder swings his keys with a dry, thin clash, and I, to dull the pain in my heart, strive to imitate him. But the attempt proves futile; and as the warder opens the door of my cell he says severely:


    “In with you, ten-years man!”


    Entering, I move towards the window. Between some grey spikes on a wall I can just discern the boisterous current of the Kura, with sakli [warehouses] and houses glued to the opposite bank, and the figures of some workmen on the roof of a tanning shed. Below, with his cap pushed to the back of his head, a sentry is pacing backwards and forwards.


    Wearily my mind recalls the many scores of Russian folk whom it has seen perish to no purpose. And as it does so it feels crushed, as in a vice, beneath the burden of great and inexorable sorrow with which all life is dowered.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    IN A MOUNTAIN DEFILE


    
      
    


    In a mountain defile near a little tributary of the Sunzha, there was being built a workman’s barraque — a low, long edifice which reminded one of a large coffin lid.


    The building was approaching completion, and, meanwhile, a score of carpenters were employed in fashioning thin planks into doors of equal thinness, knocking together benches and tables, and fitting window-frames into the small window-squares.


    Also, to assist these carpenters in the task of protecting the barraque from tribesmen’s nocturnal raids, the shrill-voiced young student of civil engineering who had been set in charge of the work had sent to the place, as watchman, an ex-soldier named Paul Ivanovitch, a man of the Cossack type, and myself.


    Yet whereas we were out-at-elbows, the carpenters were sleek, respectable, monied, well-clad fellows. Also, there was something dour and irritating about them, since, for one thing, they had failed to respond to our greeting on our first appearance, and eyed us with nothing but dislike and suspicion. Hence, hurt by their chilly attitude, we had withdrawn from their immediate neighbourhood, constructed a causeway of stepping stones to the eastern bank of the rivulet, and taken up our abode beneath the chaotic grey mists which enveloped the mountain side in that direction.


    Also, over the carpenters there was a foreman — a man whose bony frame, clad in a white shirt and a pair of white trousers, looked always as though it were ready-attired for death. Moreover, he wore no cap to conceal the yellow patch of baldness which covered most of his head, and, in addition, his nose was squat and grey, his neck and face had over them skin of a porous, pumice-like consistency, his eyes were green and dim, and upon his features there was stamped a dead and disagreeable expression. To be candid, however, behind the dark lips lay a set of fine, close teeth, while the hairs of the grey beard (a beard trimmed after the Tartar fashion) were thick and, seemingly, soft.


    Never did this man put a hand actually to the work; always he kept roaming about with the large, rigid-looking fingers of his hands tucked into his belt, and his fixed and expressionless eyes scanning the barraque, the men, and the work as his lips vented some such lines as:


    Oh God our Father, bound hast Thou

    A crown of thorns upon my brow!

    Listen to my humble prayer!

    Lighten the burden which I bear!


    
      
    


    “What on earth can be in the man’s mind?” once remarked the ex-soldier, with a frowning glance at the singer.


    As for our duties, my mates and I had nothing to do, and soon began to find the time tedious. For his part, the man with the Cossack physiognomy scaled the mountain side; whence he could be heard whistling and snapping twigs with his heavy feet, while the ex-soldier selected a space between two rocks for a shelter of ace-rose boughs, and, stretching himself on his stomach, fell to smoking strong mountain tobacco in his large meerschaum pipe as dimly, dreamily he contemplated the play of the mountain torrent. Lastly, I myself selected a seat on a rock which overhung the brook, dipped my feet in the coolness of the water, and proceeded to mend my shirt.


    At intervals, the defile would convey to our ears a dull echo of sounds so wholly at variance with the locality as muffled hammer-blows, a screeching of saws, a rasping of planes, and a confused murmur of human voices.


    Also, a moist breeze blew constantly from the dark-blue depths of the defile, and caused the stiff, upright larches on the knoll behind the barraque to rustle their boughs, and distilled from the rank soil the voluptuous scents of ace-rose and pitch-pine, and evoked in the trees’ quiet gloom a soft, crooning, somnolent lullaby.


    About a sazhen [Fathom] below the level of the barraque there coursed noisily over its bed of stones a rivulet white with foam. Yet though of other sounds in the vicinity there were but few, the general effect was to suggest that everything in the neighbourhood was speaking or singing a tale of such sort as to shame the human species into silence.


    On our own side of the valley the ground lay bathed in sunshine — lay scorched to the point of seeming to have spread over it a tissue-cloth. Old gold in colour, while from every side arose the sweet perfume of dried grasses, and in dark clefts there could be seen sprouting the long, straight spears and fiery, reddish, cone-shaped blossoms of that bold, hardy plant which is known to us as saxifrage — the plant of which the contemplation makes one long to burst into music, and fills one’s whole body with sensuous languor.


    Laced with palpitating, snow-white foam, the beautiful rivulet pursued its sportive way over tessellated stones which flashed through the eddies of the glassy, sunlit, amber-coloured water with the silken sheen of a patchwork carpet or costly shawl of Cashmir.


    Through the mouth of the defile one could reach the valley of the Sunzha, whence, since men were ther, building a railway to Petrovsk on the Caspian Sea, there kept issuing and breaking against the crags a dull rumble of explosions, of iron rasped against stone, of whistles of works locomotives, and of animated human voices.


    From the barraque the distance to the point where the defile debouched upon the valley was about a hundred paces, and as one issued thence one could see, away to the left, the level steppes of the Cis-Caucasus, with a boundary wall of blue hills, topped by the silver-hewn saddle of Mount Elburz behind it. True, for the most part the steppes had a dry, yellow, sandy look, with merely here and there dark patches of gardens or black poplar clumps which rendered the golden glare more glaring still; yet also there could be discerned on the expanse farm buildings shaped like lumps of sugar or butter, with, in their vicinity, toylike human beings and diminutive cattle — the whole shimmering and melting in a mirage born of the heat. And at the mere sight of those steppes, with their embroidery of silk under the blue of the zenith, one’s muscles tightened, and one felt inspired with a longing to spring to one’s feet, close one’s eyes, and walk for ever with the soft, mournful song of the waste crooning in one’s ears.


    To the right also of the defile lay the winding valley of the Sunzha, with more hills; and above those hills hung the blue sky, and in their flanks were clefts which, full of grey mist, kept emitting a ceaseless din of labour, a sound of dull explosions, as a great puissant force attained release.


    Yet almost at the same moment would that hurly-burly so merge with the echo of our defile, so become buried in the defile’s verdure and rock crevices, that once more the place would seem to be singing only its own gentle, gracious song.


    And, should one turn to glance up the defile, it could be seen to grow narrower and narrower as it ascended towards the mists, and the latter to grow thicker and thicker until the whole defile was swathed in a dark blue pall. Higher yet there could be discerned the brilliant gleam of blue sky. Higher yet one could distinguish the ice-capped peak of Kara Dagh, floating and dissolving amid the ( from here) invisible sunlight. Highest of all again brooded the serene, steadfast peace of heaven.


    Also, everything was bathed in a strange tint of bluish grey: to which circumstance must have been due the fact that always one’s soul felt filled with restlessness, one’s heart stirred to disquietude, and fired as with intoxication, charged with incomprehensible thoughts, and conscious as of a summons to set forth for some unknown destination.


    
      

    


    The foreman of the carpenters shaded his eyes to gaze in our direction; and as he did so, he drawled and rasped out in tedious fashion:


    “Some shall to the left be sent,

    And in the pit of Hell lie pent.

    While others, holding palm in hand,

    Shall on God’s right take up their stand.”


    
      
    


    “DID you hear that?” the ex-soldier growled through clenched teeth. “‘Palm in hand’ indeed! Why, the fellow must be a Mennonite or a Molokan, though the two, really, are one, and absolutely indistinguishable, as well as equally foolish. Yes, ‘palm in hand’ indeed!”


    Similarly could I understand the ex-soldier’s indignation, for, like him, I felt that such dreary, monotonous singing was altogether out of place in a spot where everything could troll a song so delightful as to lead one to wish to hear nothing more, to hear only the whispering of the forest and the babbling of the stream. And especially out of place did the terms “palm” and “Mennonite” appear.


    Yet I had no great love for the ex-soldier. Somehow he jarred upon me. Middle-aged, squat, square, and bleached with the sun, he had faded eyes, flattened-out features, and an expression of restless moroseness. Never could I make out what he really wanted, what he was really seeking. For instance, once, after reviewing the Caucasus from Khassav-Urt to Novorossisk, and from Batum to Derbent, and, during the review, crossing the mountain range by three different routes at least, he remarked with a disparaging smile:


    “I suppose the Lord God made the country.”


    “You do not like it, then? How should I? Good for nothing is what I call it.”


    Then, with a further glance at me, and a twist of his sinewy neck, he added:


    “However, not bad altogether are its forests.”


    A native of Kaluga, he had served in Tashkend, and, in fighting with the Chechintzes of that region, had been wounded in the head with a stone. Yet as he told me the story of this incident, he smiled shamefacedly, and, throughout, kept his glassy eyes fixed upon the ground.


    “Though I am ashamed to confess it,” he said, “once a woman chipped a piece out of me. You see, the women of that region are shrieking devils — there is no other word for it; and when we captured a village called Akhal-Tiapa a number of them had to be cut up, so that they lay about in heaps, and their blood made walking slippery. Just as our company of the reserve entered the street, something caught me on the head. Afterwards, I learnt that a woman on a roof had thrown a stone, and, like the rest, had had to be put out of the way.”


    Here, knitting his brows, the ex-soldier went on in more serious vein:


    “Yet all that folk used to say about those women, about their having beards to shave, turned out to be so much gossip, as I ascertained for myself. I did so by lifting the woman’s skirt on the point of my bayonet, when I perceived that, though she was lean, and smelt like a goat, she was quite as regular as, as—”


    “Things must have been indeed terrible on that expedition!” I interposed.


    “I do not know for certain, since, though men who took an actual part in the expedition’s engagements have said that they were so (the Chechintze is a vicious brute, and never gives in), I myself know but little of the affair, since I spent my whole time in the reserve, and never once did my company advance to the assault. No, it merely lay about on the sand, and fired at long range. In fact, nothing but sand was to be seen thereabouts; nor did we ever succeed in finding out what the fighting was for. True, if a piece of country be good, it is in our interest to take it; but in the present case the country was poor and bare, with never a river in sight, and a climate so hot that all one thought of was one’s mortal need of a drink. In fact, some of our fellows died of thirst outright. Moreover, in those parts there grows a sort of millet called dzhugar — millet which not only has a horrible taste, but proves absolutely delusive, since the more one eats of it, the less one feels filled.”


    As the ex-soldier told me the tale colourlessly and reluctantly, with frequent pauses between the sentences (as though either he found it difficult to recall the experience or he were thinking of something else), he never once looked me straight in the face, but kept his eyes shamefacedly fixed upon the ground.


    Unwieldily and unhealthily stout, he always conveyed to me the impression of being charged with a vague discontent, a sort of captious inertia.


    “Absolutely unfit for settlement is this country” he continued as he glanced around him. “It is fit only to do nothing in. For that matter, one doesn’t WANT to do anything in it, save to live with one’s eyes bulging like a drunkard’s — for the climate is too hot, and the place smells like a chemist’s shop or a hospital.”


    Nevertheless, for the past eight years had he been roaming this “too hot” country, as though fascinated!


    “Why not return to Riazan?” I suggested.


    “Nothing would there be there for me to do,” he replied through his teeth, and with an odd division of his words.


    My first encounter with him had been at the railway station at Armavir, where, purple in the face with excitement, he had been stamping like a horse, and, with distended eyes, hissing, or, rather, snarling, at a couple of Greeks:


    “I’ll tear the flesh from your bones!”


    Meanwhile the two lean, withered, ragged, identically similar denizens of Hellas had been baring their sharp white teeth at intervals, and saying apologetically:


    “What has angered you, sir?”


    Finally, regardless of the Greeks’ words, the ex-soldier had beat his breast like a drum, and shouted in accents of increased venom:


    “Now, where are you living? In Russia, do you say? Then who is supporting you there? Aha-a-a! Russia, it is said, is a good foster-mother. I expect you say the same.”


    And, lastly, he had approached a fat, grey-headed, bemedalled gendarme, and complained to him:


    “Everyone curses us born Russians, yet everyone comes to live with us — Greeks, Germans, Songs, and the lot. And while they get their livelihood here, and cat and drink their fill, they continue to curse us. A scandal, is it not?”


    
      

    


    The third member of our party was a man of about thirty who wore a Cossack cap over his left ear, and had a Cossack forelock, rounded features, a large nose, a dark moustache, and a retrousse lip. When the volatile young engineering student first brought him to us and said, “Here is another man for you,” the newcomer glanced at me through the lashes of his elusive eyes — then plunged his hands into the pockets of his Turkish overalls. Just as we were departing, however, he withdrew one hand from the left trouser pocket, passed it slowly over the dark bristles of his unshaven chin, and asked in musical tones:


    “Do you come from Russia?”


    “Whence else, I should like to know?” snapped the ex-soldier gruffly.


    Upon this the newcomer twisted his right-hand moustache then replaced his hand in his pocket. Broad-shouldered, sturdy, and well-built throughout, he walked with the stride of a man who is accustomed to cover long distances. Yet with him he had brought neither wallet nor gripsack, and somehow his supercilious, retrousse upper lip and thickly fringed eyes irritated me, and inclined me to be suspicious of, and even actively to dislike, the man.


    Suddenly, while we were proceeding along the causeway by the side of the rivulet, he turned to us, and said, as he nodded towards the sportively coursing water:


    “Look at the matchmaker!”


    The ex-soldier hoisted his bleached eyebrows, and gazed around him for a moment in bewilderment. Then he whispered:


    “The fool!”


    But, for my own part, I considered that what the man had said was apposite; that the rugged, boisterous little river did indeed resemble some fussy, light-hearted old lady who loved to arrange affaires du coeur both for her own private amusement and for the purpose of enabling other folk to realise the joys of affection amid which she was living, and of which she would never grow weary, and to which she desired to introduce the rest of the world as speedily as possible.


    Similarly, when we arrived at the barraque this man with the Cossack face glanced at the rivulet, and then at the mountains and the sky, and, finally, appraised the scene in one pregnant, comprehensive exclamation of “Slavno!” [How splendid!]


    The ex-soldier, who was engaged in ridding himself of his knapsack, straightened himself, and asked with his arms set akimbo:


    “WHAT is it that is so splendid?”


    For a moment or two the newcomer merely eyed the squat figure of his questioner — a figure upon which hung drab shreds as lichen hangs upon a stone. Then he said with a smile:


    “Cannot you see for yourself? Take that mountain there, and that cleft in the mountain — are they not good to look at?”


    And as he moved away, the ex-soldier gaped after him with a repeated whisper of:


    “The fool!”


    To which presently he added in a louder, as well as a mysterious, tone:


    “I have heard that occasionally they send fever patients hither for their health.”


    The same evening saw two sturdy women arrive with supper for the carpenters; whereupon the clatter of labour ceased, and therefore the rustling of the forest and the murmuring of the rivulet became the more distinct.


    Next, deliberately, and with many coughs, the ex-soldier set to work to collect some twigs and chips for the purpose of lighting a fire. After which, having arranged a kettle over the flames, he said to me suggestively:


    “You too should collect some firewood, for in these parts the nights are dark and chilly.”


    I set forth in search of chips among the stones which lay around the barraque, and, in so doing, stumbled across the newcomer, who was lying with his body resting on an elbow, and his head on his hand, as he conned a manuscript spread out before him. As he raised his eyes to gaze vaguely, inquiringly into my face, I saw that one of his eyes was larger than the other.


    Evidently he divined that he interested me, for he smiled. Yet so taken aback by this was I, that I passed on my way without speaking.


    Meanwhile the carpenters, disposed in two circles around the barraque (a circle to each woman), partook of a silent supper.


    Deeper and deeper grew the shadow of night over the defile. Warmer and warmer, denser and denser, grew the air, until the twilight caused the slopes of the mountains to soften in outline, and the rocks to seem to swell and merge with the bluish-blackness which overhung the bed of the defile, and the superimposed heights to form a single apparent whole, and the scene in general to resolve itself into, become united into, one compact bulk.


    Quietly then did tints hitherto red extinguish their tremulous glow — softly there flared up, dusted purple in the sunset’s sheen, the peak of Kara Dagh. Vice versa, the foam of the rivulet now blushed to red, and, seemingly, assuaged its vehemence — flowed with a deeper, a more pensive, note; while similarly the forest hushed its voice, and appeared to stoop towards the water while emitting ever more powerful, intoxicating odours to mingle with the resinous, cloyingly sweet perfume of our wood fire.


    The ex-soldier squatted down before the little blaze, and rearranged some fuel under the kettle.


    “Where is the other man?” said he. “Go and fetch him.”


    I departed for the purpose, and, on my way, heard one of the carpenters in the neighbourhood of the barraque say in a thick, unctuous, sing-song voice.


    “A great work is it indeed!”


    Whereafter I heard the two women fall to drawling in low, hungry accents:


    “With the flesh I’ll conquer pain;

    The spirit shall my lust restrain;

    All-supreme the soul shall reign;

    And carnal vices lure in vain.”


    
      
    


    True, the women pronounced their words distinctly enough; yet always they prolonged the final “u” sound of the stanza’s first and third lines until, as the melody floated away into the darkness, and, as it were, sank to earth, it came to resemble the long-drawn howl of a wolf.


    In answer to my invitation to come to supper, the newcomer sprang to his feet, folded up his manuscript, stuffed it into one of the pockets of his ragged coat, and said with a smile:


    “I had just been going to resort to the carpenters, for they would have given us some bread, I suppose? Long is it since I tasted anything.”


    The same words he repeated on our approaching the ex-soldier; much as though he took a pleasure in their phraseology.


    “You suppose that they would have given us bread?” echoed the ex-soldier as he unfastened his wallet. “Not they! No love is lost between them and ourselves.”


    “Whom do you mean by ‘ourselves’?”


    “Us here — you and myself — all Russian folk who may happen to be in these parts. From the way in which those fellows keep singing about palms, I should judge them to be sectarians of the sort called Mennonites.”


    “Or Molokans, rather?” the other man suggested as he seated himself in front of the fire.


    “Yes, or Molokans. Molokans or Mennonites — they’re all one. It is a German faith and though such fellows love a Teuton, they do not exactly welcome US.”


    Upon this the man with the Cossack forelock took a slice of bread which the ex-soldier cut from a loaf, with an onion and a pinch of salt. Then, as he regarded us with a pair of good-humoured eyes, he said, balancing his food on the palms of his hands:


    “There is a spot on the Sunzha, near here, where those fellows have a colony of their own. Yes, I myself have visited it. True, those fellows are hard enough, but at the same time to speak plainly, NO ONE in these parts has any regard for us since only too many of the sort of Russian folk who come here in search of work are not overly-desirable.”


    “Where do you yourself come from?” The ex-soldier’s tone was severe.


    “From Kursk, we might say.”


    “From Russia, then?”


    “Yes, I suppose so. But I have no great opinion even of myself.”


    The ex-soldier glanced distrustfully at the newcomer. Then he remarked:


    “What you say is cant, sheer Jesuitism. It is fellows like THOSE, rather, that ought to have a poor opinion of themselves.”


    To this the other made no reply — merely he put a piece of bread into his mouth. For a moment or two the ex-soldier eyed him frowningly. Then he continued:


    “You seem to me to be a native of the Don country?”


    “Yes, I have lived on the Don as well.”


    “And also served in the army?”


    “No. I was an only son.”


    “Of a miestchanin?” [A member of the small commercial class.]


    “No, of a merchant.”


    “And your name — ?”


    “Is Vasili.”


    The last reply came only after a pause, and reluctantly; wherefore, perceiving that the Kurskan had no particular desire to discuss his own affairs, the ex-soldier said no more on the subject, but lifted the kettle from the fire.


    The Molokans also had kindled a blaze behind the corner of the barraque, and now its glow was licking the yellow boards of the structure until they seemed almost to be liquescent, to be about to dissolve and flow over the ground in a golden stream.


    Presently, as their fervour increased, the carpenters, invisible amid the obscurity, fell to singing hymns — the basses intoning monotonously, “Sing, thou Holy Angel!” and voices of higher pitch responding, coldly and formally.


    “Sing ye!

    Sing glory unto Christ, thou Angel of Holiness!

    Sing ye!

    Our singing will we add unto Thine,

    Thou Angel of Holiness!”


    
      
    


    And though the chorus failed altogether to dull the splashing of the rivulet and the babbling of the by-cut over a bed of stones, it seemed out of place in this particular spot; it aroused resentment against men who could not think of a lay more atune with the particular living, breathing objects around us.


    Gradually darkness enveloped the defile until only over the mouth of the pass, over the spot where, gleaming a brilliant blue, the rivulet escaped into a cleft that was overhung with a mist of a deeper shade, was there not yet suspended the curtain of the Southern night.


    Presently, the gloom caused one of the rocks in our vicinity to assume the guise of a monk who, kneeling in prayer, had his head adorned with a pointed skull-cap, and his face buried in his hands. Similarly, the stems of the trees stirred in the firelight until they developed the semblance of a file of friars entering, for early Mass, the porch of their chapel-of-ease.


    To my mind there then recurred a certain occasion when, on just such a dark and sultry night as this, I had been seated tale-telling under the boundary-wall of a row of monastic cells in the Don country. Suddenly I had heard a window above my head open, and someone exclaim in a kindly, youthful voice:


    “The Mother of God be blessed for all this goodly world of ours!”


    And though the window had closed again before I had had time to discern the speaker, I had known that there was resident in the monastery a friar who had large eyes, and a limp, and just such a face as had Vasili here; wherefore, in all probability it had been he who had breathed the benediction upon mankind at large, for the reason that moments there are when all humanity seems to be one’s own body, and in oneself there seems to beat the heart of all humanity....


    Vasili consumed his food deliberately as, breaking off morsels from his slice, and neatly parting his moustache, he placed the morsels in his mouth with a curious stirring of two globules which underlay the skin near the ears.


    The ex-soldier, however, merely nibbled at his food — he ate but little, and that lazily. Then he extracted a pipe from his breast pocket, filled it with tobacco, lit it with a faggot taken from the fire, and said as he set himself to listen to the singing of the Molokans:


    “They are filled full, and have started bleating. Always folk like them seek to be on the right side of the Almighty.”


    “Does that hurt you in any way?” Vasili asked with a smile.


    “No, but I do not respect them — they are less saints than humbugs, than prevaricators whose first word is God, and second word rouble.”


    “How do you know that?” cried Vasili amusedly. “And even if their first word IS God, and their second word rouble, we had best not be too hard upon them, since if they chose to be hard upon US, where should WE be? Yes, we have only to open our mouths to speak a word or two for ourselves, and we should find every fist at our teeth.”


    “Quite so,” the ex-soldier agreed as, taking up a square of scantling, he examined it attentively.


    “Whom DO you respect?” Vasili continued after a pause.


    “I respect,” the ex-soldier said with some emphasis, “only the Russian people, the true Russian people, the folk who labour on land whereon labour is hard. Yet who are the folk whom you find HERE? In this part of the world the business of living is an easy one. Much of every sort of natural produce is to be had, and the soil is generous and light — you need but to scratch it for it to bear, and for yourself to reap. Yes, it is indulgent to a fault. Rather, it is like a maiden. Do but touch her, and a child will arrive.”


    “Agreed,” was Vasili’s remark as he drank tea from a tin mug. “Yet to this very part of the world is it that I should like to transport every soul in Russia.”


    “And why?”


    “Because here they could earn a living.”


    “Then is not that possible in Russia?”


    “Well, why are you yourself here?”


    “Because I am a man lacking ties.”


    “And why are you lacking ties?”


    “Because it has been so ordered — it is, so to speak, my lot.”


    “Then had you not better consider WHY it is your lot?”


    The ex-soldier took his pipe from his mouth, let fall the hand which held it, and smoothed his plain features in silent amazement. Then he exclaimed in uncouth, querulous tones:


    “Had I not better consider WHY it is my lot, and so forth? Why, damn it, the causes are many. For one thing, if one has neighbours who neither live nor see things as oneself does, but are uncongenial, what does one do? One just leaves them, and clears out — more especially if one be neither a priest nor a magistrate. Yet YOU say that I had better consider why this is my lot. Do you think that YOU are the only man able to consider things, possessed of a brain?”


    And in an access of fury the speaker replaced his pipe, and sat frowning in silence. Vasili eyed his interlocutor’s features as the firelight played red upon them, and, finally, said in an undertone:


    “Yes, it is always so. We fail to get on with our neighbours, yet lack a charter of our own, so, having no roots to hold us, just fall to wandering, troubling other folk, and earning dislike!”


    “The dislike of whom?” gruffly queried the ex-soldier.


    “The dislike of everyone, as you yourself have said!”


    In answer the ex-soldier merely emitted a cloud of smoke which completely concealed his form. Yet Vasili’s voice had in it an agreeable note, and was flexible and ingratiating, while enunciating its words roundly and distinctly.


    A mountain owl, one of those splendid brown creatures which have the crafty physiognomy of a cat, and the sharp grey ears of a mouse, made the forest echo with its obtrusive cry. A bird of this species I once encountered among the defile’s crags, and as the creature sailed over my head it startled me with the glassy eyes which, as round as buttons, seemed to be lit from within with menacing fire. Indeed, for a moment or two I stood half-stupefied with terror, for I could not conceive what the creature was.


    “Whence did you get that splendid pipe?” next asked Vasili as he rolled himself a cigarette. “Surely it is a pipe of old German make?”


    “You need not fear that I stole it,” the ex-soldier responded as he removed it from his lips and regarded it proudly. “It was given me by a woman.”


    To which, with a whimsical wink, he added a sigh.


    “Tell me how it happened,” said Vasili softly. Then he flung up his arms, and stretched himself with a despondent cry of:


    “Ah, these nights here! Never again may God send me such bad ones! Try to sleep as one may, one never succeeds. Far easier, indeed, is it to sleep during the daytime, provided that one can find a shady spot. During such nights I go almost mad with thinking, and my heart swells and murmurs.”


    The ex-soldier, who had listened with mouth agape and eyebrows raised even higher than usual, responded to this:


    “It is the same with me. If one could only — What did you say?”


    This last was addressed to myself, who had been about to remark, “The same with me also,” but on seeing the pair exchanging a strange glance (as though involuntarily they had surprised one another), had left the words unspoken. My companions then set themselves to a mutually eager questioning with respect to their respective identities, past experiences, places of origin, and destinations, even as though they had been two kinsmen who, meeting unexpectedly, had discovered for the first time their bond of relationship.


    Meanwhile the black, fringed boughs of the pine trees hung stretched over the flames of the Molokans’ fire as though they would catch some of the fire’s glow and warmth, or seize it altogether, and put it out. And when, at times, their red tongues projected beyond the corner of the barraque, they made the building look as though it had caught alight, and extended their glow even to the rivulet. Constantly the night was growing denser and more stifling; constantly it seemed to embrace the body more and more caressingly, until one bathed in it as in an ocean. Also, much as a wave removes dirt from the skin, so the softly vocal darkness seemed to refresh and cleanse the soul. For it is on such nights as that that the soul dons its finest raiment, and trembles like a bride at the expectation of something glorious.


    “You say that she had a squint?” presently I heard Vasili continue in an undertone, and the ex-soldier slowly reply:


    “Yes, she had one from childhood upwards — she had one from the day when a fall from a cart caused her to injure her eyes. Yet, if she had not always gone about with one of her eyes shaded, you would never have guessed the fact. Also, she was so neat and practical! And her kindness — well, it was kindness as inexhaustible as the water of that rivulet there; it was kindness of the sort that wished well to all the world, and to all animals, and to every beggar, and even to myself! So at last there gripped my heart the thought, ‘Why should I not try a soldier’s luck? She is the master’s favourite — true; yet none the less the attempt shall be made by me.’ However, this way or that, always the reply was ‘No’; always she put out at me an elbow, and cut me short.”


    Vasili, lying prone upon his back, twitched his moustache, and chewed a stalk of grass. His eyes were fully open, and for the second time I perceived that one of them was larger than the other. The ex-soldier, seated near Vasili’s shoulder, stirred the fire with a bit of charred stick, and sent sparks of gold flying to join the midges which were gliding to and fro over the blaze. Ever and anon night-moths subsided into the flames with a plop, crackled, and became changed into lumps of black. For my own part, I constructed a couch on a pile of pine boughs, and there lay down. And as I listened to the ex-soldier’s familiar story, I recalled persons whom I had on one and another occasion remembered, and speeches which on one and another occasion had made an impression upon me.


    “But at last,” the ex-soldier continued, “I took heart of grace, and caught her in a barn. Pressing her into a corner, I said: ‘Now let it be yes or no. Of, course it shall be as you wish, but remember that I am a soldier with a small stock of patience.’ Upon that she began to struggle and exclaim: ‘What do you want? What do you want?’ until, bursting into tears like a girl, she said through her sobs: ‘Do not touch me. I am not the sort of woman for you. Besides, I love another — not our master, but another, a workman, a former lodger of ours. Before he departed he said to me: “Wait for me until I have found you a nice home, and returned to fetch you”; and though it is seventeen years since I heard speech or whisper of him, and maybe he has since forgotten me, or fallen in love with someone else, or come to grief, or been murdered, you, who are a map, will understand that I must bide a little while longer.’ True, this offended me (for in what respect was I any worse than the other man?); yet also I felt sorry for her, and grieved that I should have wronged her by thinking her frivolous, when all the time there had been THIS at her heart. I drew back, therefore — I could not lay a finger upon her, though she was in my power. And at last I said: ‘Good-bye! I am going away.’ ‘Go,’ she replied. ‘Yes, go for the love of Christ!’... Wherefore, on the following evening I settled accounts with our master, and at dawn of a Sunday morning packed my wallet, took with me this pipe, and departed. ‘Yes, take the pipe, Paul Ivanovitch,’ she said before my departure. ‘Perhaps it will serve to keep you in remembrance of me — you whom henceforth I shall regard as a brother, and whom I thank.’... As I walked away I was very nigh to tears, so keen was the pain in my heart. Aye, keen it was indeed!”


    “You did right,” Vasili remarked softly after a pause.


    “Things must always so befall. Always must it be a case either of ‘Yes?’ ‘Yes,’ and of folk coming together, or of ‘No’ ‘No,’ and of folk parting. And invariably the one person in the case grieves the other. Why should that be?”


    Emitting a cloud of grey smoke, the ex-soldier replied thoughtfully:


    “Yes, I know I did right; but that right was done only at a great cost.”


    “And always that too is the case,” Vasili agreed. Then he added:


    “Generally such fortune falls to the lot of people who have tender consciences. He who values himself also values his fellows; but, unfortunately a man all too seldom values even himself.”


    “To whom are you referring? To you and myself?”


    “To our Russian folk in general.”


    “Then you cannot have very much respect for Russia.” The ex-soldier’s tone had taken on a curious note. He seemed to be feeling both astonished at and grieved for his companion.


    The other, however, did not reply; and after a few moments the ex-soldier softly concluded:


    “So now you have heard my story.”


    By this time the carpenters had ceased singing around the barraque, and let their fire die down until quivering on the wall of the edifice there was only a fiery-red patch, a patch barely sufficient to render visible the shadows of the rocks; while beside the fire there was seated only a tall figure with a black beard which had, grasped in its hands, a heavy cudgel, and, lying near its right foot, an axe. The figure was that of a watchman set by the carpenters to keep an eye upon ourselves, the appointed watchmen; though the fact in no way offended us.


    Over the defile, in a ragged strip of sky, there were gleaming stars, while the rivulet was bubbling and purling, and from the obscurity of the forest there kept coming to our ears, now the cautious, rustling tread of some night animal, and now the mournful cry of an owl, until all nature seemed to be instinct with a secret vitality the sweet breath of which kept moving the heart to hunger insatiably for the beautiful.


    Also, as I lay listening to the voice of the ex-soldier, a voice reminiscent of a distant tambourine, and to Vasili’s pensive questions, I conceived a liking for the men, and began to detect that in their relations there was dawning something good and human. At the same time, the effect of some of Vasili’s dicta on Russia was to arouse in me mingled feelings which impelled me at once to argue with him and to induce him to speak at greater length, with more clarity, on the subject of our mutual fatherland. Hence always I have loved that night for the visions which it brought to me — visions which still come back to me like a dear, familiar tale.


    I thought of a student of Kazan whom I had known in the days of the past, of a young fellow from Viatka who, pale-browed, and sententious of diction, might almost have been brother to the ex-soldier himself. And once again I heard him declare that “before all things must I learn whether or not there exists a God; pre-eminently must I make a beginning there.”


    And I thought, too, of a certain accoucheuse named Velikova who had been a comely, but reputedly gay, woman. And I remembered a certain occasion when, on a hill overlooking the river Kazan and the Arski Plain, she had stood contemplating the marshes below, and the far blue line of the Volga; until suddenly turning pale, she had, with tears of joy sparkling in her fine eyes, cried under her breath, but sufficiently loudly for all present to hear her:


    “Ah, friends, how gracious and how fair is this land of ours! Come, let us salute that land for having deemed us worthy of residence therein!”


    Whereupon all present, including a deacon-student from the Ecclesiastical School, a Morduine from the Foreign College, a student of veterinary science, and two of our tutors, had done obeisance. At the same time I recalled the fact that subsequently one of the party had gone mad, and committed suicide.


    Again, I recalled how once, on the Piani Bor [Liquor Wharf] by the river Kama, a tall, sandy young fellow with intelligent eyes and the face of a ne’er-do-well had caught my attention. The day had been a hot, languorous Sunday on which all things had seemed to be exhibiting their better side, and telling the sun that it was not in vain that he was pouring out his brilliant potency, and diffusing his living gold; while the man of whom I speak had, dressed in a new suit of blue serge, a new cap cocked awry, and a pair of brilliantly polished boots, been standing at the edge of the wharf, and gazing at the brown waters of the Kama, the emerald expanse beyond them and the silver-scaled pools left behind by the tide. Until, as the sun had begun to sink towards the marshes on the other side of the river, and to become dissolved into streaks, the man had smiled with increasing rapture, and his face had glowed with creasing eagerness and delight; until finally he had snatched the cap from his head, flung it, with a powerful throw far out into the russet waters, and shouted: “Kama, O my mother, I love you, and never will desert you!”


    And the last, and also the best, recollection of things seen before the night of which I speak was the recollection of an occasion when, one late autumn, I had been crossing the Caspian Sea on an old two-masted schooner laden with dried apricots, plums, and peaches. Sailing on her also she had had some hundred fishermen from the Bozhi Factory, men who, originally forest peasants of the Upper Volga, had been well-built, bearded, healthy, goodhumoured, animal-spirited young fellows, youngsters tanned with the wind, and salted with the sea water; youngsters who, after working hard at their trade, had been rejoicing at the prospect of returning home. And careering about the deck like youthful bears as ever and anon lofty, sharp-pointed waves had seized and tossed aloft the schooner, and the yards had cracked, and the taut-run rigging had whistled, and the sails had bellied into globes, and the howling wind had shaved off the white crests of billows, and partially submerged the vessel in clouds of foam.


    And seated on the deck with his broad back resting against the mainmast there had been one young giant in particular. Clad in a white linen shirt and a pair of blue serge trousers, and innocent alike of beard and moustache, this young fellow had had full, red lips, blue, boyish, and exceedingly translucent eyes, and a face intoxicated in excelsis with the happiness of youth; while leaning across his knees as they had rested sprawling over the deck there had been a young female trimmer of fish, a wench as massive and tall as the young man himself, and a wench whose face had become tanned to roughness with the sun and wind, eyebrows dark, full, and as large as the wings of a swallow, breasts as firm as stone, and teats around which, as they projected from the folds of a red bodice, there had lain a pattern of blue veins.


    The broad, iron-black palm of the young fellow’s long, knotted hand had been resting on the woman’s left breast, with the arm bare to the elbow; while in his right hand, as he had sat gazing pensively at the woman’s robust figure, there had been grasped a tin mug from which some of the red liquor had scattered stains over the front of his linen shirt.


    Meanwhile, around the pair there had been hovering some of the youngster’s comrades, who, with coats buttoned to the throat, and caps gripped to prevent their being blown away by the wind, had employed themselves with scanning the woman’s figure with envious eyes, and viewing her from either side. Nay, the shaggy green waves themselves had been stealing occasional glimpses at the picture as clouds had swirled across the sky, gulls had uttered their insatiable scream, and the sun, dancing on the foam-flecked waters, had vested the billows, now in tints of blue, now in natural tints as of flaming jewels.


    In short, all the passengers on the schooner had been shouting and laughing and singing, while the great bearded peasants had also been paying assiduous court to a large leathern bottle which had lain ensconced on a heap of peach-sacks, with the result that the scene had come to have about it something of the antique, legendary air of the return of Stepan Razin from his Persian campaign.


    At length the buffeting of the wind had caused an old man with a crooked nose set on a hairy, faun-like face to stumble over one of the woman’s feet; whereupon he had halted, thrown up his head with nonsenile vigour, and exclaimed:


    “May the devil fly away with you, you shameless hussy! Why lie sprawling about the deck like this? See, too, how exposed you are!”


    The woman had not stirred at the words — she had not even opened an eye; only over her lips there had passed a faint tremor. Whereas the young fellow had straightened himself, deposited his tin mug upon the deck, and cried loudly as he laid his disengaged hand upon the woman’s breast.


    “Ah, you envy me, do you, Yakim Petrov? Never mind, though you have done no great harm. But run no risks; do not look for needless trouble, for your day for sucking sugarplums is past.”


    Whereafter, raising both his hands, the young fellow had softly let them sink again upon the woman’s bosom as he added triumphantly:


    “These breasts could feed all Russia!”


    Then, and only then, had the woman smiled a long, slow smile. And as she had done so everything in the vicinity had seemed to smile in unison, and to rise and fall in harmony with her bosom — yes, the whole vessel, and the vessel’s freight. And at the moment when a particularly large wave had struck the bulwarks, and besprinkled all on board with spray, the woman had opened her dark eyes, looked kindly at the old man, and at the young fellow, and at the scene in general — then set herself to recover her bosom.


    “Nay,” the young fellow had cried as he interposed to remove her hands. “There is no need for that, there is no need for that. Let them ALL look.”


    
      

    


    Such the memories that came back to my recollection that night. Gladly I would have recounted them to my companions, but, unfortunately, these had, by now, succumbed to slumber. The ex-soldier, resting in a sitting posture, and snoring loudly, had his back prised against his wallet, his head sloped sideways, and his hands clasped upon his knees, while Vasili was lying on his back with his face turned upwards, his hands clasped behind his head, his dark, finely moulded brows raised a little, and his moustache erect. Also, he was weeping in his sleep — tears were coursing down his brown, sunburnt cheeks; tears which, in the moonlight, had in them something of the greenish tint of a chrysolite or sea water, and which, on such a manly face, looked strange indeed!


    Still the rivulet was purling as it flowed, and the fire crackling; while bathed in the red glow of the flames there was sitting, bent forward, the dark, stonelike figure of the Molokans’ watchman, with the axe at his feet reflecting the radiant gleam of the moon in the sky above us.


    All the earth seemed to be sleeping as ever the waning stars seemed to draw nearer and nearer....


    The slow length of the next day was dragged along amid an inertia born of the moist heat, the song of the river, and the intoxicating scents of forest and flowers. In short, one felt inclined to do nothing, from morn till night, save roam the defile without the exchanging of a word, the conceiving of a desire, or the formulating of a thought.


    At sunset, when we were engaged in drinking tea by the fire, the ex-soldier remarked:


    “I hope that life in the next world will exactly resemble life in this spot, and be just as quiet and peaceful and immune from work. Here one needs but to sit and melt like butter and suffer neither from wrong nor anxiety.”


    Then, as carefully he withdrew his pipe from his lips, and sighed, he added:


    “Aye! If I could but feel sure that life in the next world will be like life here, I would pray to God: ‘For Christ’s sake take my soul at the earliest conceivable moment.’”


    “What might suit YOU would not suit ME,” Vasili thoughtfully observed. “I would not always live such a life as this. I might do so for a time, but not in perpetuity.”


    “Ah, but never have you worked hard,” grunted the ex-soldier.


    In every way the evening resembled the previous one; there were to be observed the same luscious flooding of the defile with dove-coloured mist, the same flashing of the silver crags in the roseate twilight, the same rocking of the dense, warm forest’s soft, leafy tree-tops, the same softening of the rocks’ outlines in the gloom, the same gradual uplift of shadows, the same chanting of the “matchmaking” river, the same routine on the part of the big, sleek carpenters around the barraque — a routine as slow and ponderous in its course as the movements of a drove of wild boars.


    More than once during the off hours of the day had we sought to make the carpenters’ acquaintance, to start a conversation with them, but always their answers had been given reluctantly, in monosyllables, and never had a discussion seemed likely to get under way without the whiteheaded foreman shouting to the particular member of the gang concerned: “Hi, you, Pavlushka! Get back to work, there!” Indeed, he, the foreman, had outdone all in his manifestations of dislike for our friendship, and as monotonously as though he had been minded to rival the rivulet as a songster, he had hummed his pious ditties, or else raised his snuffling voice to sing them with an ever-importunate measure of insistence, so that all day long those ditties had been coursing their way in a murky, melancholy-compelling flood. Indeed, as the foreman had stepped cautiously on thin legs from stone to stone during his ceaseless inspection of the work of his men, he had come to seem to have for his object the describing of an invisible, circular path, as a means of segregating us more securely than ever from the society of the carpenters.


    Personally, however, I had no desire to converse with him, for his frozen eyes chilled and repelled me and from the moment when I had approached him, and seen him fold his hands behind him, and recoil a step as he inquired with suppressed sternness, “What do you want?” there had fallen away from me all further ambition to learn the nature of the songs which he sang.


    The ex-soldier gazed at him resentfully, then said with an oath:


    “The old wizard and pilferer! Take my word for it that a lump of piety like that has got a pretty store put away somewhere.”


    Whereafter, as he lit his pipe and squinted in the direction of the carpenters, he added with stifled wrath:


    “The airs that the ‘elect’ give themselves — the sons of bitches!”


    “It is always so,” commented Vasili with a resentment equal to the last speaker’s. “Yes, no sooner, with us, does a man accumulate a little money than he sticks his nose in the air, and falls to thinking himself a real barin.”


    “Why is it that you always say ‘With us,’ and ‘Among us,’ and so on?”


    “Among us Russians, then, if you like it better.”


    “I do like it better. For you are not a German, are you, nor a Tartar?”


    “No. It is merely that I can see the faults in our Russian folk.”


    Upon that (not for the first time) the pair plunged into a discussion which had come so to weary them that now they spoke only indifferently, without effort.


    “The word ‘faults’ is, I consider, an insult,” began the ex-soldier as he puffed at his pipe. “Besides, you don’t speak consistently. Only this moment I observed a change in your terms.”


    “To what?”


    “To the term ‘Russians.’”


    “What should you prefer?”


    A new sound floated into the defile as from some point on the steppe the sound of a bell summoning folk to the usual Saturday vigil service. Removing his pipe from his mouth, the ex-soldier listened for a moment or two. Then, at the third and last stroke of the bell, he doffed his cap, crossed himself with punctilious piety, and said:


    “There are not very many churches in these parts.”


    Whereafter he threw a glance across the river, and added venomously:


    “Those devils THERE don’t cross themselves, the accursed Serbs!”


    Vasili looked at him, twisted a left-hand moustache, smoothed it again, regarded for a moment the sky and the defile, and sank his head.


    “The trouble with me,” he remarked in an undertone, “is that I can never remain very long in one place — always I keep fancying that I shall meet with better things elsewhere, always I keep hearing a bird singing in my heart, ‘Do you go further, do you go further.’”


    “That bird sings in the heart of EVERY man,” the ex-soldier growled sulkily.


    With a glance at us both, Vasili laughed a subdued laugh.


    “‘In the heart of every man’?” he repeated. “Why, such a statement is absurd. For it means, does it not, that every one of us is an idler, every one of us is constantly waiting for something to turn up — that, in fact, no one of us is any better than, or able to do any better than, the folk whose sole utterance is ‘Give unto us, pray give unto us’? Yes, if that be the case, it is an unfortunate case indeed!”


    And again he laughed. Yet his eyes were sorrowful, and as the fingers of his right hand lay upon his knee they twitched as though they were longing to grasp something unseen.


    The ex-soldier frowned and snorted. For my own part, however, I felt troubled for, and sorry for, Vasili. Presently he rose, broke into a soft whistle, and moved away by the side of the stream.


    “His head is not quite right,” muttered the ex-soldier as he winked in the direction of the retreating figure. “Yes, I tell you that straight, for from the first it was clear to me. Otherwise, what could his words in depredation of Russia mean, when of Russia nothing the least hard or definite can be said? Who really knows her? What is she in reality, seeing that each of her provinces is a soul to itself, and no one could state which of the two Holy Mothers stands nearest to God — the Holy Mother of Smolensk, or the Holy Mother of Kazan?”


    For a while the speaker sat scraping greasy deposit from the bottom and sides of the kettle; and all that while he grumbled as though he had a grudge against someone. At length, however, he assumed an attitude of attention, with his neck stretched out as though to listen to some sound.


    “Hist!” was his exclamation.


    What then followed, followed as unexpectedly as when, like an evil bird, a summer whirlwind suddenly sweeps up from the horizon, and discharges a bluish-black cloud in torrents of rain and hail, until everything is overwhelmed and battered to mud.


    That is to say, with much din of whistling and other sounds there now came pouring into the defile, and began to ascend the trail beside the stream, a straggling procession of some thirty workmen with, gleaming dully in the hands of their leading files, flagons of vodka, and, suspended on the backs and shoulders of others, wallets and bags of bread and other comestibles, and, in two instances, poised on the heads of yet other processionists, large black cauldrons the effect of which was to make their bearers look like mushrooms.


    “A vedro [2 3/4 gallons] and a half to the cauldron!” whispered the ex-soldier with a computative grunt as he gained his feet.


    “Yes, a vedro and a half,” he repeated. As he spoke the tip of his tongue protruded until it rested on the under-lip of his half-opened mouth. In his face there was a curiously thirsty, gross expression, and his attitude, as he stood there, was that of one who had just received a blow, and was about to cry out in consequence.


    Meanwhile the defile rumbled like a barrel into which heavy weights are being dropped, for one of the newcomers was beating an empty tin pail, and another one whistling in a manner the tossed echoes of which drowned even the rivulet’s murmur as nearer and nearer came the mob of men, a mob clad variously in black, grey, or russet, with sleeves rolled up, and heads, in many cases, bare save for their own towsled, dishevelled locks, and bodies bent with fatigue, or carried stumblingly along on legs bowed outwards. Meanwhile, as the dull, polyphonous roar of voices swept through the neck of the defile, a man shouted in broken, but truculent, accents:


    “I say no! Fiddlesticks! Not a man is there who could drink more than a vedro of ‘blood-and-sweat’ in a day.”


    “A man could drink a lake of it.”


    “No, a vedro and a half. That is the proper reckoning.”


    “Aye, a vedro and a half.” And the ex-soldier, as he repeated the words, spoke both as though he were an expert in the matter and as though he felt for the matter a touch of respect. Then, lurching forward like a man pushed by the scruff of the neck, he crossed the rivulet, intercepted the crowd, and became swallowed up in its midst.


    Around the barraque the carpenters (the foreman ever glimmering among them) were hurriedly collecting tools. Presently Vasili returned — his right hand thrust into his pocket, and his left holding his cap.


    “Before long those fellows will be properly drunk!” he said with a frown. “Ah, that vodka of ours! It is a perfect curse!” Then to me: “Do YOU drink?”


    “No,” I replied.


    “Thank God for that! If one does not drink one will never really get into trouble.”


    For a moment he gazed gloomily in the direction of the newcomers. Then he said without moving, without even looking at me:


    “You have remarkable eyes, young fellow. Also, they seem familiar to me — I have seen them somewhere before. Possibly that happened in a dream, though I cannot be sure. Where do you come from?”


    I answered, but, after scanning me perplexedly, he shook his head.


    “No,” he remarked. “I have never visited that part of the country, or indeed, been so far from home.”


    “But this place is further still?”


    “Further still?”


    “Yes — from Kursk.”


    He laughed.


    “I must tell you the truth,” he said. “I am not a Kurskan at all, but a Pskovian. The reason why I told the ex-soldier that I was from Kursk was that I neither liked him nor cared to tell him the whole truth-he was not worth the trouble. And as for my real name, it is Paul, not Vasili — Paul Nikolaev Silantiev — and is so marked on my passport (for a passport, and a passport quite in order, I have got).”


    “And why are you on your travels?”


    “For the reason that I am so — I can say no more. I look back from a given place, and wave my hand, and am gone again as a feather floats before the wind.”


    
      

    


    “Silence!” a threatening voice near the barraque broke in. “I am the foreman here.”


    The voice of the ex-soldier replied:


    “What workmen are these of yours? They are mere sectarians, fellows who are for ever singing hymns.”


    To which someone else added:


    “Besides, old devil that you are, aren’t you bound to finish all building work before the beginning of a Sunday?”


    “Let us throw their tools into the stream.”


    “Yes, and start a riot,” was Silantiev’s comment as he squatted before the embers of the fire.


    Around the barraque, picked out against the yellow of its framework, a number of dark figures were surging to and fro as around a conflagration. Presently we heard something smashed to pieces — at all events, we heard the cracking and scraping of wood against stone, and then the strident, hilarious command:


    “Hold on there! I’LL soon put things to rights! Carpenters, just hand over the saw!”


    Apparently there were three men in charge of the proceedings: the one a red-bearded muzhik in a seaman’s blouse; the second a tall man with hunched shoulders, thin legs, and long arms who kept grasping the foreman by the collar, shaking him, and bawling, “Where are your lathes? Bring them out!” (while noticeable also was a broad-shouldered young fellow in a ragged red shirt who kept thrusting pieces of scantling through the windows of the barraque, and shouting, “Catch hold of these! Lay them out in a row!”); and the third the ex-soldier himself. The last-named, as he jostled his way among the crowd, kept vociferating, viciously, virulently, and with a curious system of division of his syllables:


    “Aha-a, ra-abble, secta-arians. Yo-ou would have nothing to say to me, you Se-erbs! Yet I say to YOU: Go along, my chickens, for the re-est of us are ti-ired of you, and come to sa-ay so!”


    “What does he want?” asked Silantiev quietly as he lit a cigarette. “Vodka? Oh, THEY’LL give him vodka!... Yet are you not sorry for fellows of that stamp?”


    Through the blue tobacco-smoke he gazed into the glowing embers; until at last he took a charred stick, and collected the embers into a heap glowing red-gold like a bouquet of fiery poppies; and as he did so, his handsome eyes gleamed with just such a reverent affection, such a prayerful kindliness, as must have lurked in the eyes of primeval, nomadic man in the presence of the dancing, beneficent source of light and heat.


    “At least I am sorry for such fellows,” Vasili continued. “Aye, the very thought of the many, many folk who have come to nothing! The very thought of it! Terrible, terrible!”


    A touch of daylight was still lingering on the tops of the mountains, but in the defile itself night was beginning to loom, and to lull all things to sleep — to incline one neither to speak oneself nor to listen to the dull clamour of those others on the opposite bank, where even to the murmur of the rivulet the distasteful din seemed to communicate a note of anger.


    There the crowd had lit a huge bonfire, and then added to it a second one which, crackling, hissing, and emitting coils of bluish-tinted smoke, had fallen to vying with its fellow in lacing the foam of the rivulet with muslin-like patterns in red. As the mass of dark figures surged between the two flares an hilarious voice shouted to us the invitation:


    “Come over here, you! Don’t be backward! Come over here, I say!”


    Upon which followed a clatter as of the smashing of a drinking-vessel, while from the red-bearded muzhik came a thick, raucous shout of:


    “These fellows needed to be taught a lesson!”


    Almost at the same moment the foreman of the carpenters broke his way clear of the crowd, and, carefully crossing the rivulet by the stepping-stones which we had constructed, squatted down upon his heels by the margin, and with much puffing and blowing fell to rinsing his face, a face which in the murky firelight looked flushed and red.


    “I think that someone has given him a blow,” hazarded Silantiev sotto voce.


    And when the foreman rose to approach us this proved to be the case, for then we saw that dripping from his nose, and meandering over his moustache and soaked white beard, there was a stream of dark blood which had spotted and streaked his shirt-front.


    “Peace to this gathering!” he said gravely as, pressing his left hand to his stomach, he bowed.


    “And we pray your indulgence,” was Silantiev’s response, though he did not raise his eyes as he spoke. “Pray be seated.”


    Small, withered, and, for all but his blood-stained shirt, scrupulously clean, the old man reminded me of certain pictures of old-time hermits, and the more so since either pain or shame or the gleam of the firelight had caused his hitherto dead eyes to gather life and grow brighter — aye, and sterner. Somehow, as I looked at him, I felt awkward and abashed.


    A cough twisted his broad nose. Then he wiped his beard on the palm of his hand, and his hand on his knee; whereafter, as he stretched forth the pair of senile, dark-coloured hands, and held them over the embers, he said:


    “How cold the water of the rivulet is! It is absolutely icy.”


    With a glance from under his brows Silantiev inquired:


    “Are you very badly hurt?”


    “No. Merely a man caught me a blow on the bridge of the nose, where the blood flows readily. Yet, as God knows, he will gain nothing by his act, whereas the suffering which he has caused me will go to swell my account with the Holy Spirit.”


    As the man spoke he glanced across the rivulet. On the opposite bank two men were staggering along, and drunkenly bawling the tipsy refrain:


    “In the du-u-uok let me die, In the au-autumn time!”


    “Aye, long is it since I received a blow,” the old man continued, scanning the two revellers from under his hand. “Twenty years it must be since last I did so. And now the blow was struck for nothing, for no real fault.. You see, I have been allowed no nails for the doing of the work, and have been obliged to make use of wooden clamps for most of it, while battens also have not been forthcoming; and, this being so, it was through no remissness of mine that the work could not be finished by sunset tonight. I suspect, too, that, to eke out its wages, that rabble has been thieving, with the eldest leading the rest. And that, again, is not a thing for which I can be held responsible. True, this is a Government job, and some of those fellows are young, and young, hungry fellows such as they will (may they be forgiven!) steal, since everyone hankers to get something in return for a very little. But, once more, how is that my fault? Yes, that rabble must be a regular set of rascals! Just now they deprived my eldest son of a saw, of a brand-new saw; and thereafter they spilt my blood, the blood of a greybeard!”


    Here his small, grey face contracted into wrinkles, and, closing his eyes, he sobbed a dry, grating sob.


    Silantiev fidgeted — then sighed. Presently the old man looked at him, blew his nose, wiped his hand upon his trousers, and said quietly:


    “Somewhere, I think, I have seen you before.”


    “That is so. You saw me one evening when I visited your settlement for the mending of a thresher.”


    “Yes, yes. That is where I DID see you. It was you, was it not? Well, do you still disagree with me?”


    To which the old man added with a nod and a smile:


    “See how well I remember your words! You are, I imagine, still of the same opinion?”


    “How should I not be?” responded Silantiev dourly.


    “Ah, well! Ah, well!”


    And the old man stretched his hands over the fire once more, discoloured hands the thumbs of which were curiously bent outwards and splayed, and, seemingly, unable to move in harmony with the fingers.


    The ex-soldier shouted across the river:


    “The land here is easy to work, and makes the people lazy. Who would care to live in such a region? Who would care to come to it? Much rather would I go and earn a living on difficult land.”


    The old man paid no heed, but said to Silantiev — said to him with an austere, derisive smile:


    “Do you STILL think it necessary to struggle against what has been ordained of God? Do you STILL think that long-suffering is bad, and resistance good? Young man, your soul is weak indeed: and remember that it is only the soul that can overcome Satan.”


    In response Silantiev rose to his feet, shook his fist at the old man, and shouted in a rough, angry voice, a voice that was not his own:


    “All that I have heard before, and from others besides yourself. The truth is that I hold all you father-confessors in abhorrence. Moreover,” (this last was added with a violent oath) “it is not Satan that needs to be resisted, but such devil’s ravens, such devil’s vampires, as YOU.”


    Which said, he kicked a stone away from the fire, thrust his hands into his pockets, and turned slowly on his heel, with his elbows pressed close to his sides. Nevertheless the old man, still smiling, said to me in an undertone:


    “He is proud, but that will not last for long.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because I know in advance that—”


    Breaking off short, he turned his head upon his shoulder, and sat listening to some shouting that was going on across the river. Everyone in that quarter was drunk, and, in particular, someone could be heard bawling in a tone of challenge:


    “Oh? I, you say? A-a-ah! Then take that!”


    Silantiev, stepping lightly from stone to stone, crossed the river. Then he mingled — a conspicuous figure (owing to his apparent handlessness) — with the crowd. Somehow, on his departure, I felt ill at ease.


    Twitching his fingers as though performing a conjuring trick, the old man continued to sit with his hands stretched over the embers. By this time his nose had swollen over the bridge, and bruises risen under his eyes which tended to obscure his vision. Indeed, as he sat there, sat mouthing with dark, bestreaked lips under a covering of hoary beard and moustache, I found that his bloodstained, disfigured, wrinkled, as it were “antique” face reminded me more than ever of those of great sinners of ancient times who abandoned this world for the forest and the desert.


    “I have seen many proud folk,” he continued with a shake of his hatless head and its sparse hairs. “A fire may burn up quickly, and continue to burn fiercely, yet, like these embers, become turned to ashes, and so lie smouldering till dawn. Young man, there you have something to think of. Nor are they merely my words. They are the words of the Holy Gospel itself.”


    Ever descending, ever weighing more heavily upon us, the night was as black and hot and stifling as the previous one had been, albeit as kindly as a mother. Still the two fires on the opposite bank of the rivulet were aflame, and sending hot blasts of vapour across a seeming brook of gold.


    Folding his arms upon his breast, the old man tucked the palms of his hands into his armpits, and settled himself more comfortably. Nevertheless, when I made as though to add more twigs and shavings to the embers he exclaimed imperiously:


    “There is no need for that.”


    “Why is there not?”


    “Because that would cause the fire to be seen, and bring some of those men over here.”


    Again, as he kicked away some boughs which I had just broken up, he repeated:


    “There is no need for that, I tell you.”


    Presently, there approached us through the shimmering fire light on the opposite bank two carpenters with boxes on their backs, and axes in their hands.


    “Are all the rest of our men gone?” inquired the foreman of the newcomers.


    “Yes,” replied one of them, a tall man with a drooping moustache and no beard.


    “Well, ‘shun evil, and good will result.’”


    “Aye, and we likewise wish to depart.”


    “But a task ought not to be left unfinished. At dinner-time I sent Olesha to say that none of those fellows had better be released from work; but released they have been, and now the result is apparent! Presently, when they have drunk a little more of their poison, they will fire the barraque.”


    Every time that the first of the two carpenters inhaled the smoke of my cigarette he spat into the embers, while the other man, a young fellow as plump as a female baker, sank his towsled head upon his breast as soon as he sat down, and fell asleep.


    Next, the clamour across the rivulet subsided for awhile. But suddenly I heard the ex-soldier exclaim in drunken, singsong accents which came from the very centre of the tumult:


    “Hi, do you answer me! How comes it that you have no respect for Russia? Is not Riazan a part of Russia? What is Russia, then, I should like to know?”


    “A tavern,” the foreman commented quietly; whereafter, turning to me, he added more loudly:


    “I say this of such fellows — that a tavern... But what a noise those roisterers are making, to be sure!”


    The young fellow in the red shirt had just shouted:


    “Hi, there, soldier! Seize him by the throat! Seize him, seize him!”


    While from Silantiev had come the gruff retort:


    “What? Do you suppose that you are hunting a pack of hounds?”


    “Here, answer me!” was the next shouted utterance — it came from the ex-soldier — whereupon the old man remarked to me in an undertone:


    “It would seem that a fight is brewing.”


    Rising, I moved in the direction of the uproar. As I did so, I heard the old man say softly to his companions:


    “He too is gone, thank God!”


    Suddenly there surged towards me from the opposite bank a crowd of men. Belching, hiccuping, and grunting, they seemed to be carrying or dragging in their midst some heavy weight. Presently a woman’s voice screamed, “Ya-av-sha!” and other voices raised mingled shouts of “Throw him in! Give him a thrashing!” and “Drag him along!”


    The next moment we saw Silantiev break out of the crowd, straighten himself, swing his right fist in the air, and hurl himself at the crowd again. As he did so the young fellow in the red shirt raised a gigantic arm, and there followed the sound of a muffled, grisly blow. Staggering backwards, Silantiev slid silently into the water, and lay there at my feet.


    “That’s right!” was the comment of someone.


    For a moment or two the clamour subsided a little, and during that moment or two one’s ears once more became laved with the sweet singsong of the river. Shortly afterwards someone threw into the water a huge stone, and someone else laughed in a dull way.


    As I was bending to look at Silantiev some of the men jostled me. Nevertheless, I continued to struggle to raise him from the spot where, half in and half out of the water, he lay with his head and breast resting against the stepping-stones.


    “You have killed him!” next I shouted — not because I believed the statement to be true, but because I had a mind to frighten into sobriety the men who were impeding me.


    Upon this someone exclaimed in a faltering, sobered tone:


    “Surely not?”


    As for the young fellow in the red shirt, he passed me by with a braggart, resentful shout of:


    “Well? He had no right to insult me. Why should he have said that I was a nuisance to the whole country?”


    And someone else shouted:


    “Where is the ex-soldier? Who is the watchman here?”


    “Bring a light,” was the cry of a third.


    Yet all these voices were more sober, more subdued, more restrained than they had been, and presently a little muzhik whose poll was swathed in a red handkerchief stooped and raised Silantiev’s head. But almost as instantly he let it fall again, and, dipping his hands into the water, said gravely:


    “You have killed him. He is dead.”


    At the moment I did not believe the words; but presently, as I stood watching how the water coursed between Silantiev’s legs, and turned them this way and that, and made them stir as though they were striving to divest themselves of the shabby old boots, I realised with all my being that the hands which were resting in mine were the hands of a corpse. And, true enough, when I released them they slapped down upon the surface like wet dish-cloths.


    Until now, about a dozen men had been standing on the bank to observe what was toward, but as soon as the little muzhik’s words rang out these men recoiled, and, with jostlings, began to vent, in subdued, uneasy tones, cries of:


    “Who was it first struck him?”


    “This will lose us our jobs.”


    “It was the soldier that first started the racket.”


    “Yes, that is true.”


    “Let us go and denounce him.”


    As for the young fellow in the red shirt, he cried:


    “I swear on my honour, mates, that the affair was only a quarrel.”


    “To hit a man with a bludgeon is more than a quarrel.”


    “It was a stone that was used, not a bludgeon.”


    “The soldier ought to—”


    A woman’s high-pitched voice broke in with a plaintive cry of:


    “Good Lord! Always something happens to us!”


    As for myself, I felt stunned and hurt as I seated myself upon the stepping-stones; and though everything was plain to my sight, nothing was plain to my understanding, while in my breast a strange emptiness was present, save that the clamour of the bystanders aroused me to a certain longing to outshout them all, to send forth my voice into the night like the voice of a brazen trumpet.


    Presently two other men approached us. In the hand of the first was a torch which he kept waving to and fro to prevent its being extinguished, and whence, therefore, he kept strewing showers of golden sparks. A fair-headed little fellow, he had a body as thin as a pike when standing on its tail, a grey, stonelike countenance that was deeply sunken between the shoulders, a mouth perpetually half-agape, and round, owlish-looking eyes.


    As he approached the corpse he bent forward with one hand upon his knee to throw the more light upon Silantiev’s bruised head and body. That head was resting turned upon the shoulder, and no longer could I recognise the once handsome Cossack face, so buried was the jaunty forelock under a clot of black-red mud, and concealed by a swelling which had made its appearance above the left ear. Also, since the mouth and moustache had been bashed aside the teeth lay bared in a twisted, truly horrible smile, while, as the most horrible point of all, the left eye was hanging from its socket, and, become hideously large, gazing, seemingly, at the inner pocket of the flap of Silantiev’s pea-jacket, whence there was protruding a white edging of paper.


    Slowly the torch holder described a circle of fire in the air, and thereby sprinkled a further shower of sparks over the poor mutilated face, with its streaks of shining blood. Then he muttered with a smack of the lips:


    “You can see for yourselves who the man is.”


    As he spoke a few more sparks descended upon Silantiev’s scalp and wet cheeks, and went out, while the flare’s reflection so played in the ball of Silantiev’s eye as to communicate to it an added appearance of death.


    Finally the torch holder straightened his back, threw his torch into the river, expectorated after it, and said to his companion as he smoothed a flaxen poll which, in the darkness, looked almost greenish:


    “Do you go to the barraque, and tell them that a man has been done to death.”


    “No; I should be afraid to go alone.”


    “Come, come! Nothing is there to be afraid of. Go, I tell you.”


    “But I would much rather not.”


    “Don’t be such a fool!”


    Suddenly there sounded over my head the quiet voice of the foreman.


    “I will accompany you,” he said. Then he added disgustedly as he scraped his foot against a stone:


    “How horrible the blood smells! It would seem that my very foot is smeared with it.”


    With a frown the fair-headed muzhik eyed him, while the foreman returned the muzhik’s gaze with a scrutiny that never wavered. Finally the elder man commented with cold severity:


    “All the mischief has come of vodka and tobacco, the devil’s drugs.”


    Not only were the pair strangely alike, but both of them strangely resembled wizards, in that both were short of stature, as sharp-finished as gimlets, and as green-tinted by the darkness as tufts of lichen.


    “Let us go, brother,” the foreman said. “Go we with the Holy Spirit.”


    And, omitting even to inquire who had been killed, or even to glance at the corpse, or even to pay it the last salute demanded of custom, the foreman departed down the stream, while in his wake followed the messenger, a man who kept stumbling as he picked his way from stone to stone. Amid the gloom the pair moved as silently as ghosts.


    The narrow-chested, fair-headed little muzhik then raked me with his eyes; whereafter he produced a cigarette from a tin box, snapped-to the lid of the box, struck a match (illuminating once more the face of the dead man), and applied the flame to the cigarette. Lastly he said:


    “This is the sixth murder which I have seen one thing and another commit.”


    “One thing and another commit?” I queried.


    The reply came only after a pause; when the little muzhik asked: “What did you say? I did not quite catch it.”


    I explained that human beings, not inanimate entities, murdered human beings.


    “Well, be they human beings or machinery or lightning or anything else, they are all one. One of my mates was caught in some machinery at Bakhmakh. Another one had his throat cut in a brawl. Another one was crushed against the bucket in a coal mine. Another one was—”


    Carefully though the man counted, he ended by erring in his reckoning to the extent of making his total “five.” Accordingly he re-computed the list — and this time succeeded in making the total amount to “seven.”


    “Never mind,” he remarked with a sigh as he blew his cigarette into a red glow which illuminated the whole of his face. “The truth is that I cannot always repeat the list correctly, just as I should like. Were I older than I am, I too should contrive to get finished off; for old-age is a far from desirable thing. Yes, indeed! But, as things are, I am still alive, nor, thank the Lord, does anything matter very much.”


    Presently, with a nod towards Silantiev, he continued:


    “Even now HIS kinsfolk or his wife may be looking for news of him, or a letter from him. Well, never again will he write, and as likely as not his kinsfolk will end by saying to themselves: ‘He has taken to bad ways, and forgotten his family.’ Yes, good sir.”


    By this time the clamour around the barraque had ceased, and the two fires had burnt themselves out, and most of the men dispersed. From the smooth yellow walls of the barraque dark, round, knot-holes were gazing at the rivulet like eyes. Only in a single window without a frame was there visible a faint light, while at intervals there issued thence fragmentary, angry exclamations such as:


    “Look sharp there, and deal! Clubs will be the winners.”


    “Ah! Here is a trump!”


    “Indeed? What luck, damn it!”


    The fair-headed muzhik blew the ashes from his cigarette, and observed:


    “No such thing is there at cards as luck — only skill.”


    At this juncture we saw approaching us softly from across the rivulet a young carpenter who wore a moustache. He halted beside us, and drew a deep breath.


    “Well, mate?” the fair-headed muzhik inquired.


    “Would you mind giving me something to smoke?” the carpenter asked. The obscurity caused him to look large and shapeless, though his manner of speaking was bashful and subdued.


    “Certainly. Here is a cigarette.”


    “Christ reward you! Today my wife forgot to bring my tobacco, and my grandfather has strict ideas on the subject of smoking.”


    “Was it he who departed just now? It was.”


    As the carpenter inhaled a whiff he continued:


    “I suppose that man was beaten to death?”


    “He was — to death.”


    For a while the pair smoked in silence. The hour was past midnight.


    Over the defile the jagged strip of sky which roofed it looked like a river of blue flowing at an immense height above the night-enveloped earth, and bearing the brilliant stars on its smooth current.


    Quieter and quieter was everything growing; more and more was everything becoming part of the night....


    One might have thought that nothing particular had happened.
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    Whistling from off the sea, the wind was charged with moist, salt spray, and dashing foaming billows ashore with their white manes full of snakelike, gleaming black ribands of seaweed, and causing the rocks to rumble angrily in response, and the trees to rustle with a dry, agitated sound as their tops swayed to and fro, and their trunks bent earthwards as though they would fain reeve up their roots, and betake them whither the mountains stood veiled in a toga of heavy, dark mist.


    Over the sea the clouds were hurrying towards the land as ever and anon they rent themselves into strips, and revealed fathomless abysses of blue wherein the autumn sun burned uneasily, and sent cloud-shadows gliding over the puckered waste of waters, until, the shore reached, the wind further harried the masses of vapour towards the sharp flanks of the mountains, and, after drawing them up and down the slopes, relegated them to clefts, and left them steaming there.


    There was about the whole scene a louring appearance, an appearance as though everything were contending with everything, as now all things turned sullenly dark, and now all things emitted a dull sheen which almost blinded the eyes. Along the narrow road, a road protected from the sea by a line of wave-washed dykes, some withered leaves of oak and wild cherry were scudding in mutual chase of one another; with the general result that the combined sounds of splashing and rustling and howling came to merge themselves into a single din which issued as a song with a rhythm marked by the measured blows of the waves as they struck the rocks.


    “Zmiulan, the King of the Ocean, is abroad!” shouted my fellow traveller in my ear. He was a tall, round-shouldered man of childishly chubby features and boyishly bright, transparent eyes.


    “WHO do you say is abroad?” I queried.


    “King Zmiulan.”


    Never having heard of the monarch, I made no reply.


    The extent to which the wind buffeted us might have led one to suppose that its primary objective was to deflect our steps, and turn them in the direction of the mountains. Indeed, at times its pressure was so strong that we had no choice but to halt, to turn our backs to the sea, and, with feet planted apart, to prise ourselves against our sticks, and so remain, poised on three legs, until we were past any risk of being overwhelmed with the soft incubus of the tempest, and having our coats torn from our shoulders.


    At intervals such gasps would come from my companion that he might well have been standing on the drying-board of a bath. Nor, as they did so, was his appearance aught but comical, seeing that his ears, appendages large and shaggy like a dog’s, and indifferently shielded with a shabby old cap, kept being pushed forward by the wind until his small head bore an absurd resemblance to a china bowl. And that, to complete the resemblance, his long and massive nose, a feature grossly disproportionate to the rest of his diminutive face, might equally well have passed for the spout of the receptacle indicated.


    Yet a face out of the common it was, like the whole of his personality. And this was the fact which had captivated me from the moment when I had beheld him participating in a vigil service held in the neighbouring church of the monastery of New Athos. There, spare, but with his withered form erect, and his head slightly tilted, he had been gazing at the Crucifix with a radiant smile, and moving his thin lips in a sort of whispered, confidential, friendly conversation with the Saviour. Indeed, so much had the man’s smooth, round features (features as beardless as those of a Skopetz [A member of the Skoptzi, a non-Orthodox sect the members of which “do make of themselves eunuchs for the Lord’s sake.”], save for two bright tufts at the corners of the mouth) been instinct with intimacy, with a consciousness of actually being in the presence of the Son of God, that the spectacle, transcending anything of the kind that my eyes had before beheld, had led me, with its total absence of the customary laboured, servile, pusillanimous attitude towards the Almighty which I had generally found to be the rule, to accord the man my whole interest, and, as long as the service had lasted, to keep an eye upon one who could thus converse with God without rendering Him constant obeisance, or again and again making the sign of the cross, or invariably making it to the accompaniment of groans and tears which had always hitherto obtruded itself upon my notice.


    Again had I encountered the man when I had had supper at the workmen’s barraque, and then proceeded to the monastery’s guest-chamber. Seated at a table under a circle of light falling from a lamp suspended from the ceiling, he had gathered around him a knot of pilgrims and their women, and was holding forth in low, cheerful tones that yet had in them the telling, incisive note of the preacher, of the man who frequently converses with his fellow men.


    “One thing it may be best always to disclose,” he was saying, “and another thing to conceal. If aught in ourselves seems harmful or senseless, let us put to ourselves the question: ‘Why is this so?’ Contrariwise ought a prudent man never to thrust himself forward and say: ‘How discreet am I!’ while he who makes a parade of his hard lot, and says, ‘Good folk, see ye and hear how bitter my life is,’ also does wrong.”


    Here a pilgrim with a black beard, a brigand’s dark eyes, and the wasted features of an ascetic rose from the further side of the table, straightened his virile frame, and said in a dull voice:


    “My wife and one of my children were burnt to death through the falling of an oil lamp. On THAT ought I to keep silence?”


    No answer followed. Only someone muttered to himself:


    “What? Again?”: until the first speaker, the speaker seated near the corner of the table, launched into the oppressive lull the unhesitating reply:


    “That of which you speak may be taken to have been a punishment by God for sin.”


    “What? For a sin committed by one three years of age (for, indeed, my little son was no more)? The accident happened of his pulling down a lamp upon himself, and of my wife seizing him, and herself being burnt to death. She was weak, too, for but eleven days had passed since her confinement.”


    “No. What I mean is that in that accident you see a punishment for sins committed by the child’s father and mother.”


    This reply from the corner came with perfect confidence. The black-bearded man, however, pretended not to hear it, but spread out his hands as though parting the air before him, and proceeded hurriedly, breathlessly to detail the manner in which his wife and little one had met their deaths. And all the time that he was doing so one had an inkling that often before had he recounted his narrative of horror, and that often again would he repeat it. His shaggy black eyebrows, as he delivered his speech, met in a single strip, while the whites of his eyes grew bloodshot, and their dull, black pupils never ceased their nervous twitching.


    Presently the gloomy recital was once more roughly, unceremoniously broken in upon by the cheerful voice of the Christ-loving pilgrim.


    “It is not right, brother,” the voice said, “to blame God for untoward accidents, or for mistakes and follies committed by ourselves.”


    “But if God be God, He is responsible for all things.”


    “Not so. Concede to yourself the faculty of reason.”


    “Pah! What avails reason if it cannot make me understand?”


    “Cannot make you understand WHAT?”


    “The main point, the point why MY wife had to be burnt rather than my neighbour’s?”


    Somewhere an old woman commented in spitefully distinct tones:


    “Oh ho, ho! This man comes to a monastery, and starts railing as soon as he gets there!”


    Flashing his eyes angrily, the black-bearded man lowered his head like a bull. Then, thinking better of his position, and contenting himself with a gesture, he strode swiftly, heavily towards the door. Upon this the Christ-loving pilgrim rose with a swaying motion, bowed to everyone present, and set about following his late interlocutor.


    “It has all come of a broken heart,” he said with a smile as he passed me. Yet somehow the smile seemed to lack sympathy.


    With a disapproving air someone else remarked:


    “That fellow’s one thought is to enlarge and to enlarge upon his tale.”


    “Yes, and to no purpose does he do so,” added the Christ-loving pilgrim as he halted in the doorway. “All that he accomplishes by it is to weary himself and others alike. Such experiences are far better put behind one.”


    Presently I followed the pair into the forecourt, and near the entrance-gates heard a voice say quietly:


    “Do not disturb yourself, good father.”


    “Nevertheless” (the second voice was that of the porter of the monastery, Father Seraphim, a strapping Vetlugan) “a spectre walks here nightly.”


    “Never mind if it does. As regards myself, no spectre would touch me.”


    Here I moved in the direction of the gates.


    “Who comes there?” Seraphim inquired as he thrust a hairy and uncouth, but infinitely kindly, face close to mine. “Oh, it is the young fellow from Nizhni Novgorod! You are wasting your time, my good sir, for the women have all gone to bed.”


    With which he laughed and chuckled like a bear.


    Beyond the wall of the forecourt the stillness of the autumn night was the languid inertia of a world exhausted by summer, and the withered grass and other objects of the season were exhaling a sweet and bracing odour, and the trees looking like fragments of cloud where motionless they hung in the moist, sultry air. Also, in the darkness the half-slumbering sea could be heard soughing as it crept towards the shore while over the sky lay a canopy of mist, save at the point where the moon’s opal-like blur could be descried over the spot where that blur’s counterfeit image glittered and rocked on the surface of the dark waters.


    Under the trees there was set a bench whereon I could discern there to be resting a human figure. Approaching the figure, I seated myself beside it.


    “Whence, comrade?” was my inquiry.


    “From Voronezh. And you?”


    A Russian is never adverse to talking about himself. It would seem as though he is never sure of his personality, as though he is ever yearning to have that personality confirmed from some source other than, extraneous to, his own ego. The reason for this must be that we Russians live diffused over a land of such vastness that, the more we grasp the immensity of the same, the smaller do we come to appear in our own eyes; wherefore, traversing, as we do, roads of a length of a thousand versts, and constantly losing our way, we come to let slip no opportunity of restating ourselves, and setting forth all that we have seen and thought and done.


    Hence, too, must it be that in conversations one seems to hear less of the note of “I am I” than of the note of “Am I really and truly myself?”


    “What may be your name?” next I inquired of the figure on the bench.


    “A name of absolute simplicity — the name of Alexei Kalinin.”


    “You are a namesake of mine, then.”


    “Indeed? Is that so?”


    With which, tapping me on the knee, the figure added:


    “Come, then, namesake. ‘I have mortar, and you have water, so together let us paint the town.’”


    Murmuring amid the silence could be heard small, light waves that were no more than ripples. Behind us the busy clamour of the monastery had died down, and even Kalinin’s cheery voice seemed subdued by the influence of the night — it seemed to have in it less of the note of self-confidence.


    “My mother was a wet-nurse,” he went on to volunteer, “and I her only child. When I was twelve years of age I was, owing to my height, converted into a footman. It happened thus. One day, on General Stepan (my mother’s then employer) happening to catch sight of me, he exclaimed: ‘Evgenia, go and tell Fedor’ (the ex-soldier who was then serving the General as footman) ‘that he is to teach your son to wait at table! The boy is at least tall enough for the work.’ And for nine years I served the General in this capacity. And then, and then — oh, THEN I was seized with an illness.... Next, I obtained a post under a merchant who was then mayor of our town, and stayed with him twenty-one months. And next I obtained a situation in an hotel at Kharkov, and held it for a year. And after that I kept changing my places, for, steady and sober though I was, I was beginning to lack taste for my profession, and to develop a spirit of the kind which deemed all work to be beneath me, and considered that I had been created to serve only myself, not others.”


    Along the high road to Sukhum which lay behind us there were proceeding some invisible travellers whose scraping of feet as they walked proclaimed the fact that they were not over-used to journeying on foot. Just as the party drew level with us, a musical voice hummed out softly the line “Alone will I set forth upon the road,” with the word “alone” plaintively stressed. Next, a resonant bass voice said with a sort of indolent incisiveness:


    “Aphon or aphonia means loss of speech to the extent of, to the extent of — oh, to WHAT extent, most learned Vera Vasilievna?”


    “To the extent of total loss of power of articulation,” replied a voice feminine and youthful of timbre.


    Just at that moment we saw two dark, blurred figures, with a paler figure between them, come gliding into view.


    “Strange indeed is it that, that—”


    “That what?”


    “That so many names proper to these parts should also be so suggestive. Take, for instance, Mount Nakopioba. Certainly folk hereabouts seem to have “amassed” things, and to have known how to do so.” [The verb nakopit means to amass, to heap up.]


    “For my part, I always fail to remember the name of Simon the Canaanite. Constantly I find myself calling him ‘the Cainite.’”


    “Look here,” interrupted the musical voice in a tone of chastened enthusiasm. “As I contemplate all this beauty, and inhale this restfulness, I find myself reflecting: ‘How would it be if I were to let everything go to the devil, and take up my abode here for ever?’”


    At this point all further speech became drowned by the sound of the monastery’s bell as it struck the hour. The only utterance that came borne to my ears was the mournful fragment:


    Oh, if into a single word

    I could pour my inmost thoughts!


    
      
    


    To the foregoing dialogue my companion had listened with his head tilted to one side, much as though the dialogue had deflected it in that direction: and now, as the voices died away into the distance, he sighed, straightened himself, and said:


    “Clearly those people were educated folk. And see too how, as they talked of one thing and another, there cropped up the old and ever-persistent point.”


    “To what point are you referring?”


    My companion paused a moment before he replied. Then he said:


    “Can it be that you did not hear it? Did you not hear one of those people remark: ‘I have a mind to surrender everything ‘?”


    Whereafter, bending forward, and peering at me as a blind man would do, Kalinin added in a half-whisper:


    “More and more are folk coming to think to themselves: ‘Now must I forsake everything.’ In the end I myself came to think it. For many a year did I increasingly reflect: ‘Why should I be a servant? What will it ever profit me? Even if I should earn twelve, or twenty, or fifty roubles a month, to what will such earnings lead, and where will the man in me come in? Surely it would be better to do nothing at all, but just to gaze into space (as I am doing now), and let my eyes stare straight before me?’”


    “By the way, what were you talking to those people about?”


    “Which people do you mean?”


    “The bearded man and the rest, the company in the guest-chamber?”


    “Ah, THAT man I did not like — I have no fancy at all for fellows who strew their grief about the world, and leave it to be trampled upon by every chance-comer. For how can the tears of my neighbour benefit me? True, every man has his troubles; but also has every man such a predilection for his particular woe that he ends by deeming it the most bitter and remarkable grief in the universe — you may take my word for that.”


    Suddenly the speaker rose to his feet, a tall, lean figure.


    “Now I must seek my bed,” he remarked. “You see, I shall have to leave here very early tomorrow.”


    “And for what point?”


    “For Novorossisk.”


    Now, the day being a Saturday, I had drawn my week’s earnings from the monastery’s pay-office just before the vigil service. Also, Novorossisk did not really lie in my direction. Thirdly, I had no particular wish to exchange the monastery for any other lodging. Nevertheless, despite all this, the man interested me to such an extent (of persons who genuinely interest one there never exist but two, and, of them, oneself is always one) that straightway I observed:


    “I too shall be leaving here tomorrow.”


    “Then let us travel together.”


    
      

    


    At dawn, therefore, we set forth to foot the road in company. At times I mentally soared aloft, and viewed the scene from that vantage-point. Whenever I did so, I beheld two tall men traversing a narrow track by a seashore — the one clad in a grey military overcoat and a hat with a broken crown, and the other in a drab kaftan and a plush cap. At their feet the boundless sea was splashing white foam, salt-dried ribands of seaweed were strewing the path, golden leaves were dancing hither and thither, and the wind was howling at, and buffeting, the travellers as clouds sailed over their heads. Also, to their right there lay stretched a chain of mountains towards which the clouds kept wearily, nervelessly tending, while to their left there lay spread a white-laced expanse over the surface of which a roaring wind kept ceaselessly driving transparent columns of spray.


    On such stormy days in autumn everything near a seashore looks particularly cheerful and vigorous, seeing that, despite the soughing of wind and wave, and the swift onrush of cloud, and the fact that the sun is only occasionally to be seen suspended in abysses of blue, and resembles a drooping flower, one feels that the apparent chaos has lurking in it a secret harmony of mundane, but imperishable, forces — so much so that in time even one’s puny human heart comes to imbibe the prevalent spirit of revolt, and, catching fire, to cry to all the universe: “I love you!”


    Yes, at such times one desires to taste life to the full, and so to live that the ancient rocks shall smile, and the sea’s white horses prance the higher, as one’s mouth acclaims the earth in such a paean that, intoxicated with the laudation, it shall unfold its riches with added bountifulness and display more and more manifest beauty under the spur of the love expressed by one of its creatures, expressed by a human being who feels for the earth what he would feel for a woman, and yearns to fertilise the same to ever-increasing splendour.


    Nevertheless, words are as heavy as stones, and after felling fancy to the ground, serve but to heap her grey coffin-lid, and cause one, as one stands contemplating the tomb, to laugh in sheer self-derision... .


    Suddenly, plunged in dreams as I walked along, I heard through the plash of the waves and the sizzle of the foam the unfamiliar words:


    “Hymen, Demon, Igamon, and Zmiulan. Good devils are these, not bad.”


    “How does Christ get on with them?” I asked.


    “Christ? He does not enter into the matter.”


    “Is He hostile to them?”


    “Is He HOSTILE to them? How could He be? Devils of that kind are devils to themselves-devils of a decent sort. Besides, to no one is Christ hostile” .............................. . . . . .


    [In the Russian this hiatus occurs as marked.]


    


    As though unable any longer to brave the assault of the billows, the path suddenly swerved towards the bushes on our right, and, in doing so, caused the cloud-wrapped mountains to shift correspondingly to our immediate front, where the masses of vapour were darkening as though rain were probable.


    Kalinin’s discourse proved instructive as with his stick he from time to time knocked the track clear of clinging tendrils.


    “The locality is not without its perils,” once he remarked. “For hereabouts there lurks malaria. It does so because long ago Maliar of Kostroma banished his evil sister, Fever, to these parts. Probably he was paid to do so, but the exact circumstances escape my memory.”


    So thickly was the surface of the sea streaked with cloud-shadows that it bore the appearance of being in mourning, of being decked in the funeral colours of black and white. Afar off, Gudaout lay lashed with foam, while constantly objects like snowdrifts kept gliding towards it.


    “Tell me more about those devils,” I said at length.


    “Well, if you wish. But what exactly am I to tell you about them?”


    “All that you may happen to know.”


    “Oh, I know EVERYTHING about them.”


    To this my companion added a wink. Then he continued:


    “I say that I know everything about those devils for the reason that for my mother I had a most remarkable woman, a woman cognisant of each and every species of proverb, anathema, and item of hagiology. You must know that, after spreading my bed beside the kitchen stove each night, and her own bed on the top of the stove (for, after her wet-nursing of three of the General’s children, she lived a life of absolute ease, and did no work at all)—”


    Here Kalinin halted, and, driving his stick into the ground, glanced back along the path before resuming his way with firm, lengthy strides.


    “I may tell you that the General had a niece named Valentina Ignatievna. And she too was a most remarkable woman.”


    “Remarkable for what?”


    “Remarkable for EVERYTHING.”


    At this moment there came floating over our heads through the damp-saturated air a cormorant — one of those voracious birds which so markedly lack intelligence. And somehow the whistling of its powerful pinions awoke in me an unpleasant reminiscent thought.


    “Pray continue,” I said to my fellow traveller.


    “And each night, as I lay on the floor (I may mention that never did I climb on to the stove, and to this day I dislike the heat of one), it was her custom to sit with her legs dangling over the edge of the top, and tell me stories. And though the room would be too dark for me to see her face, I could yet see the things of which she would be speaking. And at times, as these tales came floating down to me, I would find them so horrible as to be forced to cry out, ‘Oh, Mamka, Mamka, DON’T!...’ To this hour I have no love for the bizarre, and am but a poor hand at remembering it. And as strange as her stories was my mother. Eventually she died of an attack of blood-poisoning and, though but forty, had become grey-headed. Yes, and so terribly did she smell after her death that everyone in the kitchen was constrained to exclaim at the odour.”


    “Yes, but what of the devils?”


    “You must wait a minute or two.”


    Ever as we proceeded, clinging, fantastic branches kept closing in upon the path, so that we appeared to be walking through a sea of murmuring verdure. And from time to time a bough would flick us as though to say: “Speed, speed, or the rain will be upon you!”


    If anything, however, my companion slackened his pace as in measured, sing-song accents he continued:


    “When Jesus Christ, God’s Son, went forth into the wilderness to collect His thoughts, Satan sent devils to subject Him to temptation. Christ was then young; and as He sat on the burning sand in the middle of the desert, He pondered upon one thing and another, and played with a handful of pebbles which He had collected. Until presently from afar, there descried Him the devils Hymen, Demon, Igamon, and Zmiulan — devils of equal age with the Saviour.


    “Drawing near unto Him, they said, ‘Pray suffer us to sport with Thee.’ Whereupon Christ answered with a smile: ‘Pray be seated.’ Then all of them did sit down in a circle, and proceed to business, which business was to see whether or not any member of the party could so throw a stone into the air as to prevent it from falling back upon the burning sand.


    .............................. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

    . . . . . . .


    
      
    


    [In the original Russian this hiatus occurs as given.]


    


    “Christ Himself was the first to throw a stone; whereupon His stone became changed into a six-winged dove, and fluttered away towards the Temple of Jerusalem. And, next, the impotent devils strove to do the same; until at length, when they saw that Christ could not in any wise be tempted, Zmiulan, the senior of the devils, cried:


    “‘Oh Lord, we will tempt Thee no more; for of a surety do we avail not, and, though we be devils, never shall do so!’


    “‘Aye, never shall ye!’ Christ did agree. ‘And, therefore, I will now fulfil that which from the first I did conceive. That ye be devils I know right well. And that, while yet afar off, ye did, on beholding me, have compassion upon me I know right well. While also ye did not in any wise seek to conceal from me the truth as concerning yourselves. Hence shall ye, for the remainder of your lives, be GOOD devils; so that at the last shall matters be rendered easier for you. Do thou, Zmiulan, become King of the Ocean, and send the winds of the sea to cleanse the land of foul air. And do thou, Demon, see to it that the cattle shall eat of no poisonous herb, but that all herbs of the sort be covered with prickles. Do thou, Igamon, comfort, by night, all comfortless widows who shall be blaming God for the death of their husbands? And do thou, Hymen, as the youngest devil of the band, choose for thyself wherein shall lie thy charge.’


    “‘Oh Lord,’ replied Hymen, ‘I do love but to laugh.’


    “And the Saviour replied:


    “‘Then cause thou folk to laugh. Only, mark thou, see to it that they laugh not IN CHURCH.’


    “‘Yet even in church would I laugh, Oh Lord,’ the devil objected.


    “‘Jesus Christ Himself laughed.


    “‘God go with you!’ at length He said. ‘Then let folk laugh even in church — but QUIETLY.’


    “In such wise did Christ convert those four evil devils into devils of goodness.”


    Soaring over the green, bushy sea were a number of old oaks. On them the yellow leaves were trembling as though chilled; here and there a sturdy hazel was doffing its withered garments, and elsewhere a wild cherry was quivering, and elsewhere an almost naked chestnut was politely rendering obeisance to the earth.


    “Did you find that story of mine a good one?” my companion inquired.


    “I did, for Christ was so good in it.”


    “Always and everywhere He is so,” Kalinin proudly rejoined. “But do you also know what an old woman of Smolensk used to sing concerning Him?”


    “I do not.”


    Halting, my strange traveller chanted in a feignedly senile and tremulous voice, as he beat time with his foot:


    In the heavens a flow’r doth blow,

    It is the Son of God.

    From it all our joys do flow,

    It is the Son of God.

    In the sun’s red rays He dwells

    He, the Son of God.

    His light our every ill dispels.

    Praised be the Son of God!


    
      
    


    Each successive line seemed to inspire Kalinin’s voice with added youthfulness, until, indeed, the concluding words— “The One and Only God” — issued in a high, agreeable tenor.


    Suddenly a flash of lightning blazed before us, while dull thunder crashed among the mountains, and sent its hundred-voiced echoes rolling over land and sea. In his consternation, Kalinin opened his mouth until a set of fine, even teeth became bared to view. Then, with repeated crossings of himself, he muttered.


    “Oh dread God, Oh beneficent God, Oh God who sittest on high, and on a golden throne, and under a gilded canopy, do Thou now punish Satan, lest he overwhelm me in the midst of my sins!”


    Whereafter, turning a small and terrified face in my direction, and blinking his bright eyes, he added with hurried diction:


    “Come, brother! Come! Let us run on ahead, for thunderstorms are my bane. Yes, let us run with all possible speed, run ANYWHERE, for soon the rain will be pouring down, and these parts are full of lurking fever.”


    Off, therefore, we started, with the wind smiting us behind, and our kettles and teapots jangling, and my wallet, in particular, thumping me about the middle of the body as though it had been wielding a large, soft fist. Yet a far cry would it be to the mountains, nor was any dwelling in sight, while ever and anon branches caught at our clothes, and stones leapt aloft under our tread, and the air grew steadily darker, and the mountains seemed to begin gliding towards us.


    Once more from the black cloud-masses, heaven belched a fiery dart which caused the sea to scintillate with blue sapphires in response, and, seemingly, to recoil from the shore as the earth shook, and the mountain defiles emitted a gigantic scrunching sound of their rock-hewn jaws.


    “Oh Holy One! Oh Holy One! Oh Holy One!” screamed Kalinin as he dived into the bushes.


    In the rear, the waves lashed us as though they had a mind to arrest our progress; from the gloom to our front came a sort of scraping and rasping; long black hands seemed to wave over our heads; just at the point where the mountain crests lay swathed in their dense coverlet of cloud, there rumbled once more the deafening iron chariot of the thunder-god; more and more frequently flashed the lightning as the earth rang, and rifts cleft by the blue glare disclosed, amid the obscurity, great trees that were rustling and rocking and, to all appearances, racing headlong before the scourge of a cold, slanting rain.


    The occasion was a harassing but bracing one, for as the fine bands of rain beat upon our faces, our bodies felt filled with a heady vigour of a kind to fit us to run indefinitely — at all events to run until this storm of rain and thunder should be outpaced, and clear weather be reached again.


    Suddenly Kalinin shouted: “Stop! Look!”


    This was because the fitful illumination of a flash had just shown up in front of us the trunk of an oak tree which had a large black hollow let into it like a doorway. So into that hollow we crawled as two mice might have done — laughing aloud in our glee as we did so.


    “Here there is room for THREE persons,” my companion remarked. “Evidently it is a hollow that has been burnt out — though rascals indeed must the burners have been to kindle a fire in a living tree!”


    However, the space within the hollow was both confined and redolent of smoke and dead leaves. Also, heavy drops of rain still bespattered our heads and shoulders, and at every peal of thunder the tree quivered and creaked until the strident din around us gave one the illusion of being afloat in a narrow caique. Meanwhile at every flash of the lightning’s glare, we could see slanting ribands of rain cutting the air with a network of blue, glistening, vitreous lines.


    Presently, the wind began to whistle less loudly, as though now it felt satisfied at having driven so much productive rain into the ground, and washed clean the mountain tops, and loosened the stony soil.


    “U-oh! U-oh!” hooted a grey mountain owl just over our heads.


    “Why, surely it believes the time to be night!” Kalinin commented in a whisper.


    “U-oh! U-u-u-oh!” hooted the bird again, and in response my companion shouted:


    “You have made a mistake, my brother!”


    By this time the air was feeling chilly, and a bright grey fog had streamed over us, and wrapped a semi-transparent veil about the gnarled, barrel-like trunks with their outgrowing shoots and the few remaining leaves still adhering.


    Far and wide the monotonous din continued to rage — it did so until conscious thought began almost to be impossible. Yet even as one strained one’s attention, and listened to the rain lashing the fallen leaves, and pounding the stones, and bespattering the trunks of the trees, and to the murmuring and splashing of rivulets racing towards the sea, and to the roaring of torrents as they thundered over the rocks of the mountains, and to the creaking of trees before the wind, and to the measured thud-thud of the waves; as one listened to all this, the thousand sounds seemed to combine into a single heaviness of hurried clamour, and involuntarily one found oneself striving to disunite them, and to space them even as one spaces the words of a song.


    Kalinin fidgeted, nudged me, and muttered:


    “I find this place too close for me. Always I have hated confinement.”


    Nevertheless he had taken far more care than I to make himself comfortable, for he had edged himself right into the hollow, and, by squatting on his haunches, reduced his frame to the form of a ball. Moreover, the rain-drippings scarcely or in no wise touched him, while, in general, he appeared to have developed to the full an aptitude for vagrancy as a permanent condition, and for the allowing of no unpleasant circumstance to debar him from invariably finding the most convenient vantage-ground at a given juncture. Presently, in fact, he continued:


    “Yes; despite the rain and cold and everything else, I consider life to be not quite intolerable.”


    “Not quite intolerable in what?”


    “Not quite intolerable in the fact that at least I am bound to the service of no one save God. For if disagreeablenesses have to be endured, at all events they come better from Him than from one’s own species.”


    “Then you have no great love for your own species?”


    “One loves one’s neighbour as the dog loves the stick.” To which, after a pause, the speaker added:


    “For WHY should I love him?”


    It puzzled me to cite a reason off-hand, but, fortunately, Kalinin did not wait for an answer — rather, he went on to ask:


    “Have you ever been a footman?”


    “No,” I replied.


    “Then let me tell you that it is peculiarly difficult for a footman to love his neighbour.”


    “Wherefore?”


    “Go and be a footman; THEN you will know. In fact, it is never the case that, if one serves a man, one can love that man.... How steadily the rain persists!”


    Indeed, on every hand there was in progress a trickling and a splashing sound as though the weeping earth were venting soft, sorrowful sobs over the departure of summer before winter and its storms should arrive.


    “How come you to be travelling the Caucasus?” I asked at length.


    “Merely through the fact that my walking and walking has brought me hither,” was the reply. “For that matter, everyone ends by heading for the Caucasus.”


    “Why so?”


    “Why NOT, seeing that from one’s earliest years one hears of nothing but the Caucasus, the Caucasus? Why, even our old General used to harp upon the name, with his moustache bristling, and his eyes protruding, as he did so. And the same as regards my mother, who had visited the country in the days when, as yet, the General was in command but of a company. Yes, everyone tends hither. And another reason is the fact that the country is an easy one to live in, a country which enjoys much sunshine, and produces much food, and has a winter less long and severe than our own winter, and therefore presents pleasanter conditions of life.”


    “And what of the country’s people?”


    “What of the country’s people? Oh, so long as you keep yourself to yourself they will not interfere with you.”


    “And why will they not?”


    Kalinin paused, stared at me, smiled condescendingly, and, finally, said:


    “What a dullard you are to ask about such simple things! Were you never given any sort of an education? Surely by this time you ought to be able to understand something?”


    Then, with a change of subject, and subduing his tone to one of snuffling supplication, he added in the sing-song chant of a person reciting a prayer:


    “‘Oh Lord, suffer me not to become bound unto the clergy the priesthood, the diaconate, the tchinovstvo, [The official class] or the intelligentsia!’ This was a petition which my mother used often to repeat.”


    The raindrops now were falling more gently, and in finer lines and more transparent network, so that one could once more descry the great trunks of the blackened oaks, with the green and gold of their leaves. Also, our own hollow had grown less dark, and there could be discerned its smoky, satin-bright walls. From those walls Kalinin picked a bit of charcoal with finger and thumb, saying:


    “It was shepherds that fired the place. See where they dragged in hay and dead leaves! A shepherd’s fife hereabouts must be a truly glorious one!”


    Lastly, clasping his head as though he were about to fall asleep, he sank his chin between his knees, and relapsed into silence.


    Presently a brilliant, sinuous little rivulet which had long been laving the bare roots of our tree brought floating past us a red and fawn leaf.


    “How pretty,” I thought, “that leaf will look from a distance when reposing on the surface of the sea! For, like the sun when he is in solitary possession of the heavens, that leaf will stand out against the blue, silky expanse like a lonely red star.”


    After awhile my companion began, catlike, to purr to himself a song. Its melody, the melody of “the moon withdrew behind a cloud,” was familiar enough, but not so the words, which ran:


    Oh Valentina, wondrous maid,

    More comely thou than e’er a flow’r!

    The nurse’s son doth pine for thee,

    And yearn to serve thee every hour!


    
      
    


    “What does that ditty mean?” I inquired.


    Kalinin straightened himself, gave a wriggle to a form that was as lithe as a lizard’s, and passed one hand over his face.


    “It is a certain composition,” he replied presently. “It is a composition that was composed by a military clerk who afterwards died of consumption. He was my friend his life long, and my only friend, and a true one, besides being a man out of the common.”


    “And who was Valentina?”


    “My one-time mistress,” Kalinin spoke unwillingly.


    “And he, the clerk — was he in love with her?”


    “Oh dear no!”


    Evidently Kalinin had no particular wish to discuss the subject, for he hugged himself together, buried his face in his hands, and muttered:


    “I should like to kindle a fire, were it not that everything in the place is too damp for the purpose.”


    The wind shook the trees, and whistled despondently, while the fine, persistent rain still whipped the earth.


    “I but humble am, and poor, Nor fated to be otherwise,”


    sang Kalinin softly as, flinging up his head with an unexpected movement, he added meaningly:


    “Yes, it is a mournful song, a song which could move to tears. Only to two persons has it ever been known; to my friend the clerk and to myself. Yes, and to HER, though I need hardly add that at once she forgot it.”


    And Kalinin’s eyes flashed into a smile as he added:


    “I think that, as a young man, you had better learn forthwith where the greatest danger lurks in life. Let me tell you a story.”


    And upon that a very human tale filtered through the silken monotonous swish of the downpour, with, for listeners to it, only the rain and myself.


    “Lukianov was NEVER in love with her,” he narrated. “Only I was that. All that Lukianov did in the matter was to write, at my request, some verses. When she first appeared on the scene (I mean Valentina Ignatievna) I was just turned nineteen years of age; and the instant that my eyes fell upon her form I realised that in her alone lay my fate, and my heart almost stopped beating, and my vitality stretched out towards her as a speck of dust flies towards a fire. Yet all this I had to conceal as best I might; with the result that in the company’s presence I felt like a sentry doing guard duty in the presence of his commanding officer. But at last, though I strove to pull myself together, to steady myself against the ferment that was raging in my breast, something happened. Valentina Ignatievna was then aged about twenty-five, and very beautiful — marvellous, in fact! Also, she was an orphan, since her father had been killed by the Chechentzes, and her mother had died of smallpox at Samarkand. As regards her kinship with the General, she stood to him in the relation of niece by marriage. Golden-locked, and as skin-fair as enamelled porcelain, she had eyes like emeralds, and a figure wholly symmetrical, though as slim as a wafer. For bedroom she had a little corner apartment situated next to the kitchen (the General possessed his own house, of course), while, in addition, they allotted her a bright little boudoir in which she disposed her curios and knickknacks, from cut-glass bottles and goblets to a copper pipe and a glass ring mounted on copper. This ring, when turned, used to emit showers of glittering sparks, though she was in no way afraid of them, but would sing as she made them dance:


    “Not for me the spring will dawn!

    Not for me the Bug will spate!

    Not for me love’s smile will wait!

    Not for me, ah, not for me!


    
      
    


    “Constantly would she warble this.


    “Also, once she flashed an appeal at me with her eyes, and said:


    “‘Alexei, please never touch anything in my room, for my things are too fragile.’


    “Sure enough, in HER presence ANYTHING might have fallen from my hands!


    “Meanwhile her song about ‘Not for me’ used to make me feel sorry for her. ‘Not for you?’ I used to say to myself. ‘Ought not EVERYTHING to be for you?’ And this reflection would cause my heart to yearn and stretch towards her. Next, I bought a guitar, an instrument which I could not play, and took it for instruction to Lukianov, the clerk of the Divisional Staff, which had its headquarters in our street. In passing I may say that Lukianov was a little Jewish convert with dark hair, sallow features, and gimlet-sharp eyes, but beyond all things a fellow with brains, and one who could play the guitar unforgettably.


    “Once he said: ‘In life all things are attainable — nothing need we lose for want of trying. For whence does everything come? From the plainest of mankind. A man may not be BORN in the rank of a general, but at least he may attain to that position. Also, the beginning and ending of all things is woman. All that she requires for her captivation is poetry. Hence, let me write you some verses, that you may tender them to her as an offering.’


    “These, mind you, were the words of a man in whom the heart was absolutely single, absolutely dispassionate.”


    Until then Kalinin had told his story swiftly, with animation; but thereafter he seemed, as it were, to become extinguished. After a pause of a few seconds he continued — continued in slower, to all appearances more unwilling, accents —


    “At the time I believed what Lukianov said, but subsequently I came to see that things were not altogether as he had represented — that woman is merely a delusion, and poetry merely fiddle-faddle; and that a man cannot escape his fate, and that, though good in war, boldness is, in peace affairs, but naked effrontery. In this, brother, lies the chief, the fundamental law of life. For the world contains certain people of high station, and certain people of low; and so long as these two categories retain their respective positions, all goes well; but as soon as ever a man seeks to pass from the upper category to the inferior category, or from the inferior to the upper, the fat falls into the fire, and that man finds himself stuck midway, stuck neither here nor there, and bound to abide there for the remainder of his life, for the remainder of his life.... Always keep to your own position, to the position assigned you by fate..... Will the rain NEVER cease, think you?”


    By this time, as a matter of fact, the raindrops were falling less heavily and densely than hitherto, and the wet clouds were beginning to reveal bright patches in the moisture-soaked firmament, as evidence that the sun was still in existence.


    “Continue,” I said.


    Kalinin laughed.


    “Then you find the story an interesting one,” he remarked.


    Presently he resumed:


    “As I have said, I trusted Lukianov implicitly, and begged of him to write the verses. And write them he did — he wrote them the very next day. True, at this distance of time I have forgotten the words in their entirety, but at least I remember that there occurred in them a phrase to the effect that ‘for days and weeks have your eyes been consuming my heart in the fire of love, so pity me, I pray.’ I then proceeded to copy out the poem, and tremblingly to leave it on her table.


    “The next morning, when I was tidying her boudoir, she made an unexpected entry, and, clad in a loose, red dressing-gown, and holding a cigarette between her lips, said to me with a kindly smile as she produced my precious paper of verses:


    “‘Alexei, did YOU write these?’


    “‘Yes,’ was my reply. ‘And for Christ’s sake pardon me for the same.’


    “‘What a pity that such a fancy should have entered your head! For, you see, I am engaged already — my uncle is intending to marry me to Doctor Kliachka, and I am powerless in the matter.’


    “The very fact that she could address me with so much sympathy and kindness struck me dumb. As regards Doctor Kliachka, I may mention that he was a good-looking, blotchy-faced, heavy-jowled fellow with a moustache that reached to his shoulders, and lips that were for ever laughing and vociferating. ‘Nothing has either a beginning or an end. The only thing really existent is pleasure.’


    “Nay, even the General could, at times, make sport of the fellow, and say as he shook with merriment:


    “‘A doctor-comedian is the sort of man that you are.’


    “Now, at the period of which I am speaking I was as straight as a dart, and had a shock of luxuriant hair over a set of ruddy features. Also, I was living a life clean in every way, and maintaining a cautious attitude towards womenfolk, and holding prostitutes in a contempt born of the fact that I had higher views with regard to my life’s destiny. Lastly, I never indulged in liquor, for I actually disliked it, and gave way to its influence only in days subsequent to the episode which I am narrating. Yes, and, last of all, I was in the habit of taking a bath every Saturday.


    “The same evening Kliachka and the rest of the party went out to the theatre (for, naturally, the General had horses and a carriage of his own), and I, for my part, went to inform Lukianov of what had happened.


    “He said: ‘I must congratulate you, and am ready to wager you two bottles of beer that your affair is as good as settled. In a few seconds a fresh lot of verses shall be turned out, for poetry constitutes a species of talisman or charm.’


    “And, sure enough, he then and there composed the piece about ‘the wondrous Valentina.’ What a tender thing it is, and how full of understanding! My God, my God!”


    And, with a thoughtful shake of his bead, Kalinin raised his boyish eyes towards the blue patches in the rain-washed sky.


    “Duly she found the verses,” he continued after a while, and with a vehemence that seemed wholly independent of his will. “And thereupon she summoned me to her room.


    “‘What are we to do about it all?’ she inquired.


    “She was but half-dressed, and practically the whole of her bosom was visible to my sight. Also, her naked feet had on them only slippers, and as she sat in her chair she kept rocking one foot to and fro in a maddening way.


    “‘What are we to do about it all?’ she repeated.


    “‘What am I to say about it, at length I replied, ‘save that I feel as though I were not really existing on earth?’


    “‘Are you one who can hold your tongue?’ was her next question.


    “I nodded — nothing else could I compass, for further speech had become impossible. Whereupon, rising with brows puckered, she fetched a couple of small phials, and, with the aid of ingredients thence, mixed a powder which she wrapped in paper, and handed me with the words:


    “‘Only one way of escape offers from the Plagues of Egypt. Here I have a certain powder. Tonight the doctor is to dine with us. Place the powder in his soup, and within a few days I shall be free! — yes, free for you!’


    “I crossed myself, and duly took from her the paper, whilst a mist rose, and swam before my eyes, as I did so, and my legs became perfectly numb. What I next did I hardly know, for inwardly I was swooning. Indeed, until Kliachka’s arrival the same evening I remained practically in a state of coma.”


    Here Kalinin shuddered — then glanced at me with drawn features and chattering teeth, and stirred uneasily.


    “Suppose we light a fire?” he ventured. “I am growing shivery all over. But first we must move outside.”


    The torn clouds were casting their shadows wearily athwart the sodden earth and glittering stones and silver-dusted herbage. Only on a single mountain top had a blur of mist settled like an arrested avalanche, and was resting there with its edges steaming. The sea too had grown calmer under the rain, and was splashing with more gentle mournfulness, even as the blue patches in the firmament had taken on a softer, warmer look, and stray sunbeams were touching upon land and sea in turn, and, where they chanced to fall upon herbage, causing pearls and emeralds to sparkle on every leaf, and kaleidoscopic tints to glow where the dark-blue sea reflected their generous radiance. Indeed, so goodly, so full of promise, was the scene that one might have supposed autumn to have fled away for ever before the wind and the rain, and beneficent summer to have been restored.


    Presently through the moist, squelching sound of our footsteps, and the cheerful patter of the rain-drippings, Kalinin’s narrative resumed its languid, querulous course:


    “When, that evening, I opened the door to the doctor I could not bring myself to look him in the face — I could merely hang my head; whereupon, taking me by the chin, and raising it, he inquired:


    “Why is your face so yellow? What is the matter with you?’


    “Yes, a kind-hearted man was he, and one who had never failed to tip me well, and to speak to me with as much consideration as though I had not been a footman at all.


    “‘I am not in very good health,’ I replied. ‘I, I—’


    “‘Come, come!’ was his interjection. ‘After dinner I must look you over, and in the meanwhile, do keep up your spirits.’


    “Then I realised that poison him I could not, but that the powder must be swallowed by myself — yes, by myself! Aye, over my heart a flash of lightning had gleamed, and shown me that now I was no longer following the road properly assigned me by fate.


    “Rushing away to my room, I poured out a glass of water, and emptied into it the powder; whereupon the water thickened, fizzed, and became topped with foam. Oh, a terrible moment it was!... Then I drank the mixture. Yet no burning sensation ensued, and though I listened to my vitals, nothing was to be heard in that quarter, but, on the contrary, my head began to lighten, and I found myself losing the sense of self-pity which had brought me almost to the point of tears.... Shall we settle ourselves here?”


    Before us a large stone, capped with green moss and climbing plants, was good-humouredly thrusting upwards a broad, flat face beneath which the body had, like that of the hero Sviatogov, sunken into the earth through its own weight until only the face, a visage worn with aeons of meditation, was now visible. On every side, also, had oak-trees overgrown and encompassed the bulk of the projection, as though they too had been made of stone, with their branches drooping sufficiently low to brush the wrinkles of the ancient monolith. Kalinin seated himself on his haunches under the overhanging rim of the stone, and said as he snapped some twigs in half:


    “This is where we ought to have been sitting whilst the rain was coming down.”


    “And so say I,” I rejoined. “But pray continue your story.”


    “Yes, when you have put a match to the fire.”


    Whereafter, further withdrawing his spare frame under the stone, so that he might stretch himself at full length, Kalinin continued:


    “I walked to the pantry quietly enough, though my legs were tottering beneath me, and I had a cold sensation in my breast. Suddenly I heard the dining-room echo to a merry peal of laughter from Valentina Ignatievna, and the General reply to that outburst:


    “‘Ah, that man! Ah, these servants of ours! Why, the fellow would do ANYTHING for a piatak ‘[A silver five-kopeck piece, equal in value to 2 1/4 pence.]


    “To this my beloved one retorted:


    “‘Oh, uncle, uncle! Is it only a piatak that I am worth?


    And then I heard the doctor put in:


    “‘What was it you gave him?’


    “‘Merely some soda and tartaric acid. To think of the fun that we shall have!’”


    Here, closing his eyes, Kalinin remained silent for a moment, whilst the moist breeze sighed as it drove dense, wet mist against the black branches of the trees.


    “At first my feeling was one of overwhelming joy at the thought that at least not DEATH was to be my fate. For I may tell you that, so far from being harmful, soda and tartaric acid are frequently taken as a remedy against drunken headache. Then the thought occurred to me: ‘But, since I am not a tippler, why should such a joke have been played upon ME?’ However, from that moment I began to feel easier, and when the company had sat down to dinner, and, amid a general silence, I was handing round the soup, the doctor tasted his portion, and, raising his head with a frown, inquired:


    “‘Forgive me, but what soup is this?’


    “‘Ah!’ I inwardly reflected. ‘Soon, good gentlefolk, you will see how your jest has miscarried.’


    “Aloud I replied — replied with complete boldness:


    “‘Do not fear, sir. I have taken the powder myself.’


    Upon this the General and his wife, who were still in ignorance that the jest had gone amiss, began to titter, but the others said nothing, though Valentina Ignatievna’s eyes grew rounder and rounder, until in an undertone she murmured:


    “‘Did you KNOW that the stuff was harmless?’


    “‘I did not,’ I replied. ‘At least, not at the moment of my drinking it.’


    “Whereafter falling headlong to the floor, I lost consciousness.”


    Kalinin’s small face had become painfully contracted, and grown old and haggard-looking. Rolling over on to his breast before the languishing fire, he waved a hand to dissipate the smoke which was lazily drifting slant-wise.


    “For seventeen days did I remain stretched on a sick-bed, and was attended by the doctor in person. One day, when sitting by my side, he inquired:


    “‘I presume your intention was to poison yourself, you foolish fellow?’


    “Yes, merely THAT was what he called me — a ‘foolish fellow.’ Yet indeed, what was I to him? Only an entity which might become food for dogs, for all he cared. Nor did Valentina Ignatievna herself pay me a single visit, and my eyes never again beheld her. Before long she and Dr. Kliachka were duly married, and departed to Kharkov, where he was assigned a post in the Tchuguerski Camp. Thus only the General remained. Rough and ready, he was, nevertheless, old and sensible, and for that reason, did not matter; wherefore I retained my situation as before. On my recovery, he sent for me, and said in a tone of reproof:


    “‘Look here. You are not wholly an idiot. What has happened is that those vile books of yours have corrupted your mind’ (as a matter of fact, I had never read a book in my life, since for reading I have no love or inclination). ‘Hence you must have seen for yourself that only in tales do clowns marry princesses. You know, life is like a game of chess. Every piece has its proper move on the board, or the game could not be played at all.’”


    Kalinin rubbed his hands over the fire (slender, non-workmanlike hands they were), and winked and smiled.


    “I took the General’s words very seriously, and proceeded to ask myself: ‘To what do those words amount? To this: that though I may not care actually to take part in the game, I need not waste my whole existence through a disinclination to learn the best use to which that existence can be put.’”


    With a triumphant uplift of tone, Kalinin continued:


    “So, brother, I set myself to WATCH the game in question; with the result that soon I discovered that the majority of men live surrounded with a host of superfluous commodities which do but burden them, and have in themselves no real value. What I refer to is books, pictures, china, and rubbish of the same sort. Thought I to myself: ‘Why should I devote my life to tending and dusting such commodities while risking, all the time, their breakage? No more of it for me! Was it for the tending of such articles that my mother bore me amid the agonies of childbirth? Is it an existence of THIS kind that must be passed until the tomb be reached? No, no — a thousand times no! Rather will I, with your good leave, reject altogether the game of life, and subsist as may be best for me, and as may happen to be my pleasure.’”


    Now, as Kalinin spoke, his eyes emitted green sparks, and as he waved his hands over the fire, as though to lop off the red tongues of flame, his fingers twisted convulsively.


    “Of course, not all at a stroke did I arrive at this conclusion; I did so but gradually. The person who finally confirmed me in my opinion was a friar of Baku, a sage of pre-eminent wisdom, through his saying to me: ‘With nothing at all ought a man to fetter his soul. Neither with bond-service, nor with property, nor with womankind, nor with any other concession to the temptations of this world ought he to constrain its action. Rather ought he to live alone, and to love none but Christ. Only this is true. Only this will be for ever lasting.’


    “And,” added Kalinin with animation and inflated cheeks and flushed, suppressed enthusiasm, “many lands and many peoples have I seen, and always have I found (particularly in Russia) that many folk already have reached an understanding of themselves, and, consequently, refused any longer to render obeisance to absurdities. ‘Shun evil, and you will evolve good.’ That is what the friar said to me as a parting word — though long before our encounter had I grasped the meaning of the axiom. And that axiom I myself have since passed on to other folk, as I hope to do yet many times in the future.”


    At this point the speaker’s tone reverted to one of querulous anxiety.


    “Look how low the sun has sunk!” he exclaimed.


    True enough, that luminary, large and round, was declining into — rather, towards — the sea, while suspended between him and the water were low, dark, white-topped cumuli.


    “Soon nightfall will be overtaking us,” continued Kalinin as he fumbled in his kaftan. “And in these parts jackals howl when darkness is come.”


    In particular did I notice three clouds that looked like Turks in white turbans and robes of a dusky red colour. And as these cloud Turks bent their heads together in private converse, suddenly there swelled up on the back of one of the figures a hump, while on the turban of a second there sprouted forth a pale pink feather which, becoming detached from its base, went floating upwards towards the zenith and the now rayless, despondent, moonlike sun. Lastly the third Turk stooped forward over the sea to screen his companions, and as he did so, developed a huge red nose which comically seemed to dip towards, and sniff at, the waters.


    “Sometimes,” continued Kalinin’s even voice through the crackling and hissing of the wood fire, “a man who is old and blind may cobble a shoe better than cleverer men than he, can order their whole lives.”


    But no longer did I desire to listen to Kalinin, for the threads which had drawn me, bound me, to his personality had now parted. All that I desired to do was to contemplate in silence the sea, while thinking of some of those subjects which at eventide never fail to stir the soul to gentle, kindly emotion. Bombers, Kalinin’s words continued dripping into my ear like belated raindrops.


    “Nowadays everybody is a busybody. Nowadays everyone inquires of his fellow-man, ‘How is your life ordered?’ To which always there is added didactically, ‘But you ought not to live as you are doing. Let me show you the way.’ As though anyone can tell me how best my life may attain full development, seeing that no one can possibly have such a matter within his knowledge! Nay, let every man live as best he pleases, without compulsion. For instance, I have no need of you. In return, it is not your business either to require or to expect aught of me. And this I say though Father Vitali says the contrary, and avers that throughout should man war with the evils of the world.”


    In the vague, wide firmament a blood-red cluster of clouds was hanging, and as I contemplated it there occurred to me the thought, “May not those clouds be erstwhile righteous world-folk who are following an unseen path across that expanse, and dyeing it red with their good blood as they go, in order that the earth may be fertilised?”


    To right and left of that strip of living flame the sea was of a curious wine tint, while further off, rather, it was as soft and black as velvet, and in the remote east sheet-lightning was flashing even as though some giant hand were fruitlessly endeavouring to strike a match against the sodden firmament.


    Meanwhile Kalinin continued to discourse with enthusiasm on the subject of Father Vitali, the Labour Superintendent of the monastery of New Athos, while describing in detail the monk’s jovial, clever features with their pearly teeth and contrasting black and silver beard. In particular he related how once Vitali had knitted his fine, almost womanlike eyes, and said in a bass which stressed its “o’s”:


    “On our first arrival here, we found in possession only prehistoric chaos and demoniacal influence. Everywhere had clinging weeds grown to rankness; everywhere one found one’s feet entangled among bindweed and other vegetation of the sort. And now see what beauty and joy and comfort the hand of man has wrought!”


    And, having thus spoken, the monk had traced a great circle with his eye and doughty hand, a circle which had embraced as in a frame the mount, and the gardens fashioned and developed by ridgings of the rock, and the downy soil which had been beaten into those ridgings, and the silver streak of waterfall playing almost at Vitali’s feet, and the stone-hewn staircase leading to the cave of Simeon the Canaanite, and the gilded cupolas of the new church where they had stood flashing in the noontide sun, and the snow-white, shimmering blocks of the guesthouse and the servants’ quarters, and the glittering fishponds, and the trees of uniform trimness, yet a uniformly regal dignity.


    “Brethren,” the monk had said in triumphant conclusion, “wheresoever man may be, he will, as he so desires, be given power to overcome the desolation of the wilds.”


    “And then I pressed him further,” Kalinin added. “Yes, I said to him: ‘Nevertheless Christ, our Lord, was not like you, for He was homeless and a wanderer. He was one who utterly rejected your life of intensive cultivation of the soil’” (as he related the incident Kalinin gave his head sundry jerks from side to side which made his ears flap, to and fro). “‘Also neither for the lowly alone nor for the exalted alone did Christ exist. Rather, He, like all great benefactors, was one who had no particular leaning. Nay, even when He was roaming the Russian Land in company with Saints Yuri and Nikolai, He always forbore to intrude Himself into the villages’ affairs, just as, whenever His companions engaged in disputes concerning mankind, He never failed to maintain silence on the subject.’ Yes, thus I plagued Vitali until he shouted at my head, ‘Ah, impudence, you are a heretic!’”


    By this time, the air under the lee of the stone was growing smoky and oppressive, for the fire, with its flames looking like a bouquet compounded of red poppies or azaleas and blooms of an aureate tint, had begun fairly to live its beautiful existence, and was blazing, and diffusing warmth, and laughing its bright, cheerful, intelligent laugh. Yet from the mountains and the cloud-masses evening was descending, as the earth emitted profound gasps of humidity, and the sea intoned its vague, thoughtful, resonant song.


    “I presume we are going to pass the night here?” Kalinin at length queried.


    “No, for my intention is, rather, to continue my journey.”


    “Then let us make an immediate start.”


    “But my direction will not be the same as yours, I think?”


    Previously to this, Kalinin had squatted down upon his haunches, and taken some bread and a few pears from his wallet; but now, on hearing my decision, he replaced the viands in his receptacle, snapped — to the lid of it with an air of vexation — and asked:


    “Why did you come with me at all?”


    “Because I wanted to have a talk with you — I had found you an interesting character.”


    “Yes. At least I am THAT; many like me do not exist.”


    “Pardon me; I have met several.”


    “Perhaps you have.” After which utterance, doubtfully drawled, the speaker added more sticks to the fire.


    Eventide was falling with tardy languor, but, as yet, the sun, though become a gigantic, dull, red lentil in appearance, was not hidden, and the waves were still powerless to besprinkle his downward road of fire. Presently, however, he subsided into a cloud bank; whereupon darkness flooded the earth like water poured from an empty basin, and the great kindly stars shone forth, and the nocturnal profundity, enveloping the world, seemed to soften it even as a human heart may be rendered gentle.


    “Good-bye!” I said as I pressed my companion’s small, yielding hand: whereupon he looked me in the eyes in his open, boyish way, and replied:


    “I wish I were going with you!”


    “Well, come with me as far as Gudaout.”


    “Yes, I will.”


    So we set forth once more to traverse the land which I, so alien to its inhabitants, yet so at one with all that it contained, loved so dearly, and of which I yearned to fertilise the life in return for the vitality with which it had filled my own existence.


    For daily, the threads with which my heart was bound to the world at large were growing more numerous; daily my heart was storing up something which had at its root a sense of love for life, of interest in my fellow-man.


    And that evening, as we proceeded on our way, the sea was singing its vespertinal hymn, the rocks were rumbling as the water caressed them, and on the furthermost edge of the dark void there were floating dim white patches where the sunset’s glow had not yet faded — though already stars were glowing in the zenith. Meanwhile every slumbering treetop was aquiver, and as I stepped across the scattered rain-pools, their water gurgled dreamily, timidly under my feet.


    Yes, that night I was a torch unto myself, for in my breast a red flame was smouldering like a living beacon, and leading me to long that some frightened, belated wayfarer should, as it were, sight my little speck of radiancy amid the darkness.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    THE DEAD MAN


    
      
    


    One evening I was sauntering along a soft, grey, dusty track between two breast-high walls of grain. So narrow was the track that here and there tar-besmeared cars were lying — tangled, broken, and crushed — in the ruts of the cartway.


    Field mice squeaked as a heavy car first swayed — then bent forwards towards the sun-baked earth. A number of martins and swallows were flitting in the sky, and constituting a sign of the immediate proximity of dwellings and a river; though for the moment, as my eyes roved over the sea of gold, they encountered naught beyond a belfry rising to heaven like a ship’s mast, and some trees which from afar looked like the dark sails of a ship. Yes, there was nothing else to be seen save the brocaded, undulating steppe where gently it sloped away south-westwards. And as was the earth’s outward appearance, so was that of the sky — equally peaceful.


    Invariably, the steppe makes one feel like a fly on a platter. Invariably, it inclines one to believe, when the centre of the expanse is reached, that the earth lies within the compass of the sky, with the sun embracing it, and the stars hemming it about as, half-blinded, they stare at the sun’s beauty.


    
      

    


    Presently the sun’s huge, rosy-red disk impinged upon the blue shadows of the horizon before preparing to sink into a snow-white cloud-bank; and as it did so it bathed the ears of grain around me in radiance and caused the cornflowers to seem the darker by comparison; and the stillness, the herald of night, to accentuate more than ever the burden of the earth’s song.


    Fanwise then spread the ruddy beams over the firmament; and, in so doing, they cast upon my breast a shaft of light like Moses’ rod, and awoke therein a flood of calm, but ardent, sentiments which set me longing to embrace all the evening world, and to pour into its ear great, eloquent, and never previously voiced, utterances.


    Now, too, the firmament began to spangle itself with stars; and since the earth is equally a star, and is peopled with humankind, I found myself longing to traverse every road throughout the universe, and to behold, dispassionately, all the joys and sorrows of life, and to join my fellows in drinking honey mixed with gall.


    Yet also there was upon me a feeling of hunger, for not since the morning had my wallet contained a morsel of food. Which circumstance hindered the process of thought, and intermittently vexed me with the reflection that, rich though is the earth, and much thence though humanity has won by labour, a man may yet be forced to walk hungry... .


    Suddenly the track swerved to the right, and as the walls of grain opened out before me, there lay revealed a steppe valley, with, flowing at its bottom, a blue rivulet, and spanning the rivulet, a newly-constructed bridge which, with its reflection in the water, looked as yellow as though fashioned of rope. On the further side of the rivulet some seven white huts lay pressed against a small declivity that was crowned with a cattle-fold, and amid the silver-grey trunks of some tall black poplars whose shadows, where they fell upon the hamlet, seemed as soft as down a knee-haltered horse, was stumping with swishing tail. And though the air, redolent of smoke and tar and hemp ensilage, was filled with the sounds of poultry cackling and a baby crying during the process of being put to bed, the hubbub in no way served to dispel the illusion that everything in the valley was but part of a sketch executed by an artistic hand, and cast in soft tints which the sun had since caused, in some measure, to fade.


    In the centre of the semi-circle of huts there stood a brick-kiln, and next to it, a high, narrow red chapel which resembled a one-eyed watchman. And as I stood gazing at the scene in general, a crane stooped with a faint and raucous cry, and a woman who had come out to draw water looked as though, as she raised bare arms to stretch herself upwards — cloud-like, and white-robed from head to foot — she were about to float away altogether.


    Also, near the brick-kiln there lay a patch of black mud in the glistening, crumpled-velvet blue substance of which two urchins of five and three were, breechless, and naked from the waist upwards, kneading yellow feet amid a silence as absorbed as though their one desire in life had been to impregnate the mud with the red radiance of the sun. And so much did this laudable task interest me, and engage my sympathy and attention, that I stopped to watch the strapping youngsters, seeing that even in mire the sun has a rightful place, for the reason that the deeper the sunlight’s penetration of the soil, the better does that soil become, and the greater the benefit to the people dwelling on its surface.


    Viewed from above, the scene lay, as it were, in the palm of one’s hand. True, by no manner of means could such lowly farm cots provide me with a job, but at least should I, for that evening, be able to enjoy the luxury of a chat with the cots’ kindly inhabitants. Hence, with, in my mind, a base and mischievous inclination to retail to those inhabitants tales of the marvellous kind of which I knew them to stand wellnigh as much in need as of bread, I resumed my way, and approached the bridge.


    As I did so, there arose from the ground-level an animated clod of earth in the shape of a sturdy individual. Unwashed and unshaven, he had hanging on his frame an open canvas shirt, grey with dust, and baggy blue breeches.


    “Good evening,” I said to the fellow.


    “I wish you the same,” he replied. “Whither are you bound?”


    “First of all, what is the name of this river?”


    “What is its name? Why, it is the Sagaidak, of course.”


    On the man’s large, round head there was a shock of bristling, grizzled curls, while pendent to the moustache below it were ends like those of the moustache of a Chinaman. Also, as his small eyes scanned me with an air of impudent distrust, I could detect that they were engaged in counting the holes and dams in my raiment. Only after a long interval did he draw a deep breath as from his pocket he produced a clay pipe with a cane mouthpiece, and, knitting his brows attentively, fell to peering into the pipe’s black bowl. Then he said:


    “Have you matches?”


    I replied in the affirmative.


    “And some tobacco?”


    For awhile he continued to contemplate the sun where that luminary hung suspended above a cloud-bank before finally declining. Then he remarked:


    “Give me a pinch of the tobacco. As for matches, I have some.”


    So both of us lit up; after which he rested his elbows upon the balustrade of the bridge, leant back against the central stanchions, and for some time continued merely to emit and inhale blue coils of smoke. Then his nose wrinkled, and he expectorated.


    “Muscovite tobacco is it?” he inquired.


    “No — Roman, Italian.”


    “Oh!” And as the wrinkles of his nose straightened themselves again he added: “Then of course it is good tobacco.”


    To enter a dwelling in advance of one’s host is a breach of decorum; wherefore, I found myself forced to remain standing where I was until my interlocutor’s tale of questions as to my precise identity, my exact place of origin, my true destination, and my real reasons for travelling should tardily win its way to a finish. Greatly the process vexed me, for I was eager, rather, to learn what the steppe settlement might have in store for my delectation.


    “Work?” the fellow drawled through his teeth. “Oh no, there is no work to be got here. How could there be at this season of the year?”


    Turning aside, he spat into the rivulet.


    On the further bank of the latter, a goose was strutting importantly at the head of a string of round, fluffy, yellow goslings, whilst driving the brood were two little girls — the one a child but little larger than the goose itself, dressed in a red frock, and armed with a switch; and the other one a youngster absolutely of a size with the bird, pale of feature, plump of body, bowed of leg, and grave of expression.


    “Ufim!” came at this moment in the strident voice of a woman unseen, but incensed; upon which my companion bestowed upon me a sidelong nod, and muttered with an air of appreciation:


    “THERE’S lungs for you!”


    Whereafter, he fell to twitching the toes of a chafed and blackened foot, and to gazing at their nails. His next question was:


    “Are you, maybe, a scholar?”


    “Why do you ask?”


    “Because, if you are, you might like to read the Book over a corpse.”


    And so proud, apparently, was he of the proposal that a faint smile crossed his flaccid countenance.


    “You see, it would be work,” he added with his brown eyes veiled, “whilst, in addition, you would be paid ten kopecks for your trouble, and allowed to keep the shroud.”


    “And should also be given some supper, I suppose?”


    “Yes — and should also be given some supper.”


    “Where is the corpse lying?”


    “In my own hut. Shall we go there?”


    Off we set. En route we heard once more a strident shout of:


    “Ufi-i-im!”


    As we proceeded, shadows of trees glided along the soft road to meet us, while behind a clump of bushes on the further bank of the rivulet some children were shouting at their play. Thus, what with the children’s voices, and the purling of the water, and the noise of someone planing a piece of wood, the air seemed full of tremulous, suspended sound. Meanwhile, my host said to me with a drawl:


    “Once we did have a reader here. An old woman she was, a regular old witch who at last had to be removed to the town for amputation of the feet. They might well have cut off her tongue too whilst they were about it, since, though useful enough, she could rail indeed!”


    Presently a black puppy, a creature of about the size of a toad, came ambling, three-legged fashion, under our feet. Upon that it stiffened its tail, growled, and snuffed the air with its tiny pink nose.


    Next there popped up from somewhere or another a barefooted young woman. Clapping her hands, she bawled:


    “Here, you Ufim, how I have been calling for you, and calling for you!”


    “Eh? Well, I never heard you.”


    “Where were you, then?”


    By way of reply, my conductor silently pointed in my direction with the stem of his pipe. Then he led me into the forecourt of the hut next to the one whence the young woman had issued, whilst she proceeded to project fresh volleys of abuse, and fresh expressions of accentuated non-amiability.


    In the little doorway of the dwelling next to hers, we found seated two old women. One of them was as rotund and dishevelled as a battered, leathern ball, and the other one was a woman bony and crooked of back, swarthy of skin, and irritable of feature. At the women’s feet lay, lolling out a rag-like tongue, a shaggy dog which, red and pathetic of eye, could boast of a frame nearly as large as a sheep’s.


    First of all, Ufim related in detail how he had fallen in with myself. Then he stated the purpose for which he conceived it was possible that I might prove useful. And all the time that he was speaking, two pairs of eyes contemplated him in silence; until, on the completion of his recital, one of the old women gave a jerk to a thin, dark neck, and the other old dame invited me to take a seat whilst she prepared some supper.


    Amid the tangled herbage of the forecourt, a spot overgrown with mallow and bramble shoots, there was standing a cart which, lacking wheels, had its axle-points dark with mildew. Presently a herd of cattle was driven past the hut, and over the hamlet there seemed to arise, drift, and float, a perfect wave of sound. Also, as evening descended, I could see an ever-increasing number of grey shadows come creeping forth from the forecourt’s recesses, and overlaying and darkening the turf.


    “One day all of us must die,” remarked Ufim, with empressement as he tapped the bowl of his pipe against a wall.


    The next moment the barefooted, red-cheeked young woman showed herself at the gate, and asked in tones rather less vehement than recently:


    “Are you coming, or are you not?”


    “Presently,” replied Ufim. “One thing at a time.”


    For supper I was given a hunch of bread and a bowl of milk; whereupon the dog rose, laid its aged, slobbering muzzle upon my knee, and gazed into my face with its dim eyes as though it were saying, “May I too have a bite?”


    Next, like an eventide breeze among withered herbage, there floated across the forecourt the hoarse voice of the crook-backed old woman.


    “Let us pray,” she said. “Oh God, take away from us all sorrow, and receive therefore requitement in twofold measure!”


    As she recited the prayer with a mien as dark as fate, the supplicant rolled her long neck from side to side, and nodded her ophidian-shaped head in accordance with a sort of regular, lethargic rhythm. Next I heard sink to earth, at my feet, some senile words uttered in a sort of singsong.


    “Some folk need work just as much as they wish, and others need do no work at all. Yet OUR folk have to work beyond their strength, and to work without any recompense for the toil which they undergo.”


    Upon this the smaller of the old crones whispered:


    “But the Mother of God will recompense them. She recompenses everyone.”


    Then a dead silence fell — a weighty silence, a silence seemingly fraught with matters of import, and inspiring in one an assurance that presently there would be brought forth impressive reflections — there would reach the ear words of mark.


    “I may tell you,” at length the crook-backed old woman remarked as she attempted to straighten herself, “that though my husband was not without enemies, he also had a particular friend named Andrei, and that when failing strength was beginning to make life difficult for us in our old home on the Don, and folk took to reviling and girding at my husband, Andrei came to us one day, and said: ‘Yakov, let not your hands fail you, for the earth is large, and in all parts has been given to men for their use. If folk be cruel, they are so through stupidity and prejudice, and must not be judged for being so. Live your own life. Let theirs be theirs, and yours yours, so that, dwelling in peace, while yielding to none, you shall in time overcome them all.’”


    “That is what Vasil too used to say. He used to say: ‘Let theirs be theirs, and ours ours.’”


    “Aye, never a good word dies, but, wheresoever it be uttered, flies thence through the world like a swallow.”


    Ufim corroborated this with a nod.


    “True indeed!” he remarked. “Though also it has been said that a good word is Christ’s, and a bad word the priest’s.”


    One of the old women shook her head vigorously at this, and croaked:


    “The badness lies not in any word of a priest, but in what you yourself have just said. You are greyheaded, Ufim, yet often you speak without thought.”


    Presently Ufim’s wife reappeared, and, waving her hands as though she were brandishing a sieve, began to vent renewed volleys of virulent abuse.


    “My God,” she cried, “what sort of a man is that? Why, a man who neither speaks nor listens, but for ever keeps baying at the moon like a dog!”


    “NOW she’s started!” Ufim drawled.


    Westward there were arising, and soaring skyward, clouds of such a similarity to blue smoke and blood-red flame that the steppe seemed almost to be in danger of catching fire thence. Meanwhile a soft evening breeze was caressing the expanse as a whole, and causing the grain to bend drowsily earthward as golden-red ripples skimmed its surface. Only in the eastern quarter whence night’s black, sultry shadow was stealthily creeping in our direction had darkness yet descended.


    At intervals there came vented from the window above my head the hot odour of a dead body; and, whenever that happened, the dog’s grey nostrils and muzzle would quiver, and its eyes would blink pitifully as it gazed aloft. Glancing at the heavens, Ufim remarked with conviction:


    “There will be no rain tonight.”


    “Do you keep such a thing as a Psalter here?” I inquired.


    “Such a thing as a what?”


    “As a Psalter — a book?”


    No answer followed.


    Faster and faster the southern night went on descending, and wiping the land clean of heat, as though that heat had been dust. Upon me there came a feeling that I should like to go and bury myself in some sweet-smelling hay, and sleep there until sunrise.


    “Maybe Panek has one of those things?” hazarded Ufim after a long pause. “At any rate he has dealings with the Molokans.”


    After that, the company held further converse in whispers. Then all save the more rotund of the old women left the forecourt, while its remaining occupant said to me with a sigh:


    “You may come and look at him if you wish.”


    Small and gentle looked the woman’s meekly lowered head as, folding her hands across her breast, she added in a whisper:


    “Oh purest Mother of God! Oh Thou of spotless chastity!”


    In contrast to her expression, that on the face of the dead man was stem and, as it were, fraught with importance where thick grey eyebrows lay parted over a large nose, and the latter curved downwards towards a moustache which divided introspective, partially closed eyes from a mouth that was set half-open. Indeed, it was as though the man were pondering something of annoyance, so that presently he would make shift to deliver himself of a final and urgent injunction. The blue smoke of a meagre candle quivered meanwhile, over his head, though the wick diffused so feeble a light that the death blurs under the eyes and in the cheek furrows lay uneffaced, and the dark hands and wrists, disposed, lumplike, on the front of the greyish-blue shroud, seemed to have had their fingers twisted in a manner which even death had failed to rectify. And ever and anon, streaming from door to window, came a draught variously fraught with the odours of wormwood, mint, and corruption.


    Presently the old woman’s whispering grew more animated and intelligible, while constantly, amid the wheezed mutterings, sheet lightning cut the black square of the window space with menacing flashes, and seemed, with their blue glare, as it shot through the tomblike hut, to cause the candle’s flickering flame to undergo a temporary extinction, a temporary withdrawal, and the grey bristles on the dead man’s face to gleam like the scales of a fish, and his features to gather themselves into a grim frown. Meanwhile, like a stream of cold, bitter water dripping upon my breast, the old woman’s whispered soliloquy maintained its uninterrupted flow.


    At length there recurred, somehow, to my mind the words which, impressive though they be, never can assuage sorrow — the words:


    “Weep not for me, Martha, nor gaze into the tomb, for, lo, I am risen!”


    Nay, and never would THIS man rise again....


    Presently the bony old woman returned with a report that nowhere among the huts could a Psalter be found, but only a book of another kind. Would it do?


    The other book turned out to be a grammar of the Church Slavonic dialect, with the first pages torn out, and beginning with the words, “Drug, drugi, druzhe.” [“A friend, of a friend, O friend.”]


    “What, then, are we to do?” vexedly asked the smaller of the dames when I had explained to her that a grammar could work no benefit to a corpse. As she put the query, her small, childlike face quivered with disappointment, and her eyes swelled and overflowed with tears.


    “My man has lived his life,” she said with a sob, “and now he cannot even be given proper burial!”


    And, similarly, when next I offered to recite over her husband each and every prayer and psalm that I could contrive to recall to my recollection, on condition that all present should meanwhile leave the hut (for I felt that, since the task would be one novel to me, the attendance of auditors might hinder me from mustering my entire stock of petitions), she so disbelieved me, or failed to understand me, that for long enough she could only stand tottering in the doorway as, with twitching nose, she drew her sleeve across her worn, diminutive features.


    Nevertheless she did, at last, take her departure.


    
      

    


    Low over the steppe, stray flashes of summer lightning still gleamed against the jet black sky as they flooded the hut with their lurid shimmer; and each time that the darkness of the sultry night swept back into the room, the candle flickered, and the corpse’s prone figure seemed to open its half-closed eyes and glance at the shadows which palpitated on its breast, and danced over the white walls and ceiling.


    Similarly did I glance from time to time at HIM, yet glance with a guarded eye, and with a feeling in me that when a corpse is present anything may happen; until finally I rallied conscience to my aid, and recited under my breath:


    “Pardon Thou all who have sinned, whether they be men, or whether they, being not men, do yet stand higher than the beasts of the field.”


    However, the only result of the recitation was to bring to my mind a thought directly at variance with the import of the words, the thought that “it is not sin that is hard and bitter to ensue, but righteousness.”


    “Sins wilful and of ignorance,” I continued. “Sins known and unknown. Sins committed through imprudence and evil example. Sins committed through forwardness and sloth.”


    “Though to YOU, brother,” mentally I added to the corpse, “none of this, of course, applies.”


    Again, glancing at the blue stars, where they hung glittering in the fathomless obscurity of the sky, I reflected:


    “Who in this house is looking at them save myself?”


    Presently, with a pattering of claws over the beaten clay of the floor, there entered the dog. Once or twice it paced the length of the room. Then, with a sniff at my legs, and a grumble to itself, it departed as it had come. Perhaps the creature felt too old to bay a dirge to its master after the manner of its kind. In any case, as it vanished through the doorway, the shadows — so I fancied — sought to slip out after it, and, floating in that direction, fanned my face with a breath as of ice, while the flame of the candle flickered the more — as though it too were seeking to wrest itself from the candlestick, and go floating upwards to join the band of stars — a band of luminaries which it might well have deemed to be of a brilliance as small and as pitiful as its own. And I, for my part, since I had no wish to see what light there was disappear, followed the struggles of the tiny flame with a tense anxiety which made my eyes ache. Oppressed and uneasy all over as I stood by the dead man’s shoulder, I strained my ears and listened, listened ever, to the silence encompassing the hut.


    Eventually, drowsiness began to steal over me, and proved a feeling hard to resist. Yet still with an effort did I contrive to recall the beautiful prayers of Saints Makari Veliki, Chrysostom, and Damarkin, while at the same time something resembling a swarm of mosquitos started to hum in my head, the words wherein the Sixth Precept issues its injunction to: “all persons about to withdraw to a couch of rest.”


    And next, to escape falling asleep, I fell to reciting the kondak [Hymn for the end of the day] which begins:


    “Oh Lord, refresh my soul thus grievously made feeble with wrong doing.”


    Still engaged in this manner, suddenly I heard something rustle outside the door. Then a dry whisper articulated:


    “Oh God of Mercy, receive unto Thyself also my soul!”


    Upon that, the fancy occurred to me that probably the old woman’s soul was as grey and timid as a linnet, and that when it should fly up to the throne of the Mother of God, and the Mother should extend to that little soul her tender, white, and gracious hand, the newcomer would tremble all over, and flutter her gentle wings until well nigh death should supervene.


    And then the Mother of God would say to Her Son:


    “Son, pray see the fearfulness of Thy people on earth, and their estrangement from joy! Oh Son, is that well?”


    And He would make answer to Her —


    He would make answer to Her, and say I know not what.


    
      

    


    And suddenly, so I fancied, a voice answered mine out of the brooding hush, as though it too were reciting a prayer. Yet so complete, so profound, was the stillness, that the voice seemed far away, submerged, unreal — a mere phantom of an echo, of the echo of my own voice. Until, on my desisting from my recital, and straining my cars yet more, the sound seemed to approach and grow clearer as shuffling footsteps also advanced in my direction, and there came a mutter of:


    “Nay, it CANNOT be so!”


    “Why is it that the dogs have failed to bark?” I reflected, rubbing my eyes, and fancying as I did so that the dead man’s eyebrows twitched, and his moustache stirred in a grim smile.


    Presently a deep, hoarse, rasping voice vociferated in the forecourt:


    “What do you say, old woman? Yes, that he must die — I knew all along, — so you can cease your chattering? Men like him keep up to the last, then lay them down to rise to more... WHO is with him? A stranger? A-ah!”


    And, the next moment, a bulk so large and shapeless that it might well have been the darkness of the night embodied, stumbled against the outer side of the door, grunted, hiccuped, and lurching head foremost into the hut, grew wellnigh to the ceiling. Then it waved a gigantic hand, crossed itself in the direction of the candle, and, bending forward until its forehead almost touched the feet of the corpse, queried under its breath:


    “How now, Vasil?”


    Thereafter, the figure vented a sob whilst a strong smell of vodka arose in the room, and from the doorway the old woman said in an appealing voice:


    “Pray give HIM the book, Father Demid.”


    “No indeed! Why should I? I intend to do the reading myself.”


    And a heavy hand laid itself upon my shoulder, while a great hairy face bent over mine, and inquired:


    “A young man, are you not? A member of the clergy, too, I suppose?”


    So covered with tufts of auburn hair was the enormous head above me — tufts the sheen of which even the semi-obscurity of the pale candlelight failed to render inconspicuous — that the mass, as a whole, resembled a mop. And as its owner lurched to and fro, he made me lurch responsively by now drawing me towards himself, now thrusting me away. Meanwhile he continued to suffuse my face with the hot, thick odour of spirituous liquor.


    “Father Demid!” again essayed the old woman with an imploring wail, but he cut her short with the menacing admonition:


    “How often have I told you that you must not address a deacon as ‘Father’? Go to bed! Yes, be off with you, and let me mind my affairs myself! GO, I say! But first light me another candle, for I cannot see a single thing in front of me.”


    With which, throwing himself upon a bench, the deacon slapped his knee with a book which he had in his hands, and put to me the query:


    “Should you care to have a dram of gorielka? [Another name for vodka.]


    “No,” I replied. “At all events, not here.”


    “Indeed?” the deacon cried, unabashed. “But come, a bottle of the stuff is here, in my very pocket.”


    “This is no place in which to be drinking.”


    For a moment the deacon said nothing. Then he muttered:


    “True, true. So let us adjourn to the forecourt.... Yes, what you say is no more than the truth.”


    “Had you not better remain seated where you are, and begin the reading?”


    “No, I am going to do no such thing. YOU shall do the reading. Tonight I, I — well I am not very well, for I have been drinking a little.”


    And, thrusting the book into my stomach, he sank his head upon his breast, and fell to swaying it ponderously up and down.


    “Folk die,” was his next utterance, “and the world remains as full of grief as ever. Yes, folk die even before they have seen a little good accrue to themselves.”


    “I see that your book is not a Psalter,” here I interposed after an inspection of the volume.


    “You are wrong.”


    “Then look for yourself.”


    He grabbed the book by its cover, and, by dint of holding the candle close to its pages, discovered, eventually, that matters were as I had stated.


    This took him aback completely.


    “What can the fact mean?” he exclaimed. “Oh, I know what has happened. The mistake has come of my being in such a hurry. The other book, the true Psalter, is a fat, heavy volume, whereas this one is—”


    For a moment he seemed sobered by the shock. At all events, he rose and, approaching the corpse, said, as he bent over the bed with his beard held back:


    “Pardon me, Vasil, but what is to be done?”


    Then he straightened himself again, threw back his curls, and, drawing a bottle from his pocket, and thrusting the neck of the bottle into his mouth, took a long draught, with a whistling of his nostrils as he did so.


    “Well?” I said.


    “Well, I intend to go to bed — my idea is to drink and enjoy myself awhile.”


    “Go, then.”


    “And what of the reading?”


    “Who would wish you to mumble words which you would not be comprehending as you uttered them?”


    The deacon reseated himself upon the bench, leaned forward, buried his face in his hands and remained silent.


    Fast the July night was waning. Fast its shadows were dissolving into corners, and allowing a whiff of fresh dewy morningtide to enter at the window. Already was the combined light of the two candles growing paler, with their flames looking like the eyes of a frightened child.


    “You have lived your life, Vasi,” at length the deacon muttered, “and though once I had a place to which to resort, now I shall have none. Yes, my last friend is dead. Oh Lord — where is Thy justice?”


    For myself, I went and took a seat by the window, and, thrusting my head into the open air, lit a pipe, and continued to listen with a shiver to the deacon’s wailings.


    “Folk used to gird at my wife,” he went on, “and now they are gnawing at me as pigs might gnaw at a cabbage. That is so, Vasil. Yes that is so.”


    Again the bottle made its appearance. Again the deacon took a draught. Again he wiped his beard. Then he bent over the dead man once more, and kissed the corpse’s forehead.


    “Good-bye, friend of mine!” he said. Then to myself he added with unlooked-for clarity and vigour:


    “My friend here was but a plain man — a man as inconspicuous among his fellows as a rook among a flock of rooks. Yet no rook was he. Rather, he was a snow-white dove, though none but I realised the fact. And now he has been withdrawn from the ‘grievous bondage of Pharaoh.’ Only I am left. Verily, after my passing, shall my soul torment and vomit spittle upon his adversaries!”


    “Have you known much sorrow?”


    The deacon did not reply at once. When he did so he said dully:


    “All of us have known much sorrow. In some cases we have known more than was rightfully our due. I certainly, have known much. But go to sleep, for only in sleep do we recover what is ours.”


    And he added as he tripped over his own feet, and lurched heavily against me:


    “I have a longing to sing something. Yet I feel that I had best not, for song at such an hour awakens folk, and starts them bawling... But beyond all things would I gladly sing.”


    With which he buzzed into my ear:


    “To whom shall I sing of my grief?

    To whom resort for relief?

    To the One in whose ha-a-and—”


    
      
    


    At this point the sharp bristles of his beard so tickled my neck as to cause me to edge further away.


    “You do not like me?” he queried. “Then go to sleep, and to the devil too!”


    “It was your beard that was tickling me.”


    “Indeed? Ought I to have shaved for your benefit before I came?”


    He reflected awhile — then subsided on to the floor with a sniff and an angry exclamation of:


    “Read, you, whilst I sleep. And see to it that you do not make off with the book, for it belongs to the church, and is very valuable. Yes. I know you hard-ups! Why do you go roaming about as you do — what is it you hope to gain by your tramping?... However, tramp as much as you like. Yes, be off, and tell people that a deacon has come by misfortune, and is in need of some good person to take pity upon his plight.... Diomid Kubasov my name is — that of a man lost beyond recall.”


    With which he fell asleep. Opening the book at random, I read the words:


    “A land unapportioned that shall produce a nourisher of humanity, a being that shall put forth the bounty of his hand to feed every creature.”


    “A nourisher of humanity.” Before my eyes that “nourisher” lay outspread, a nourisher overlaid with dry and fragrant herbage. And as I gazed, in the haze of a vision, upon that nourisher’s dark and enigmatical face, I saw also the thousands of men who have seamed this earth with furrows, to the end that dead things should become things of life. And in particular, there uprose before me a picture strange indeed. In that picture I saw marching over the steppe, where the expanse lay bare and void — yes, marching in circles that increasingly embraced a widening area — a gigantic, thousand-handed being in whose train the dead steppe gathered unto itself vitality, and became swathed in juicy, waving verdure, and studded with towns and villages. And ever, as the being receded further and further into the distance, could I see him sowing with tireless hands that which had in it life, and was part of himself, and human as, with thoughts intent upon the benefiting of humanity, he summoned all men to put forth the mysterious force that is in them, and thus to conquer death, and eternally and invincibly to convert, dead things into things of life, while traversing in company the road of death towards that which has no knowledge of death, and ensuring that, in swallowing up mankind, the jaws of death should not close upon death’s victims.


    And this caused my heart to beat with emotions the pulsing wings of which at once gladdened me, and cooled my fervour... And how greatly, at that moment, did I feel the need of someone able to respond to my questions without passion, yet with truth, and in the language of simplicity! For beside me there lay but a man dead and a man drunken, while without the threshold there was stationed one who had far outlived her span of years. No matter, however. If not today, then tomorrow, should I find a fellow-creature with whom my soul might commune.


    Mentally I left the hut, and passed on to the steppe, that I might contemplate thence the little dwelling in which alone, though lost amid the earth’s immensity, the windows were not blind and black as in its fellow huts, but showed, burning over the head of a dead human being, the fire which humanity had conquered for humanity’s benefit.


    And that heart which had ceased to beat in the dead man — had everything conceived in life by that heart found due expression in a world poverty, stricken of heart-conceived ideas? I knew that the man just passed away had been but a plain and insignificant mortal, yet as I reflected upon even the little that he had done, his labour loomed before me as greater than prowess of larger magnitude. Yes, to my mind there recurred the immature, battered ears of corn lying in the ruts of the steppe track, the swallows traversing the blue sky above the golden, brocaded grain, the kite hovering in the void over the landscape’s vast periphery.....


    And along with these thoughts, there struck upon my ears a whistling of pinions as the shadow of a bird flitted across the brilliant, dew-bespangled green of the forecourt, and five cocks crowed in succession, and a flock of geese announced the fact of their awakening, and a cow lowed, and the gate of the cattle-pen creaked.


    And with that I fell to thinking how I should like really to go out on to the steppe, and there to fall asleep under a warm, dry bank.


    As for the deacon, he was still slumbering at my feet — slumbering with his breast, the breast of a prize-fighter, turned uppermost, and his fine, golden shock of hair falling like a nimbus around his head, and hot, fat, flushed red features and gaping mouth and ceaselessly twitching moustache. In passing, I had noticed that his hands were long, and that they were set upon shovel-shaped wrists.


    Next I found myself imagining the scene as the powerful figure of this man embraced a woman. Probably her face would become lost to sight in his beard, until nothing of her features remained visible. Then, when the beard began to tickle her, she would throw back her head, and laugh. And the children that such a man might have begotten!


    All this only made it the more painful and disagreeable to me to reflect that the breast of a human being of such a type should be bearing a burden of sorrow. Surely naught but joy should have been present therein!


    Meanwhile, the old woman’s gentle face was still peering at me through the doorway, and presently the first beam of sunlight came glancing through the window-space. Above the rivulet’s silky glimmer, a transparent mist lay steaming, while trees and herbage alike were passing through that curiously inert stage when at any moment (so one fancied) they might give themselves a shake, and burst into song, and in keys intelligible to the soul alone, set forth the wondrous mystery of their existence.


    “What a good man he is!” the old woman whispered plaintively as she gazed at the deacon’s gigantic frame. Whereafter, as though reading aloud from a book invisible to my sight, she proceeded quietly and simply to relate the story of his wife.


    “You see,” she went on “his lady committed a certain sin with a certain man; and folk remarked this, and, after setting the husband on to the couple, derided him — yes, him, our Demid! — for the reason that he persisted in forgiving the woman her fault. At length the jeers made her take to her room and him to liquor, and for two years past he has been drinking, and soon is going to be deprived of his office. One who scarcely drank at all, my poor husband, used to say: ‘Ah, Demid, yield not to these folk, but live your own life, and let theirs be theirs, and yours, yours.’”


    With the words, tears welled from the old woman’s dim, small eyes, and became merged with the folds and wrinkles on her grief-stained cheeks. And in the presence of that little head, a head shaking like a dead leaf in the autumn time, and of those kindly features so worn with age and sorrow, my eyes fell, and I felt smitten with shame to find that, on searching my soul for at least a word of consolation to offer to the poor fellow-mortal before me, I could discover none that seemed suitable.


    But at length there recurred to my mind some strange words which I had encountered in I know not what antique volume — words which ran:


    “Let not the servants of the Gods lament but, rather, rejoice, in that weeping and lamentation grieve both the Gods and mankind.”


    Thereafter, I muttered confusedly:


    “It is time that I was going.”


    “What?” was her hasty exclamation, an exclamation uttered as though the words had affrighted her. Whereafter, with quivering lips, she began hesitantly and uncertainly to fumble in her bodice.


    “No, I have no need of money,” I interposed. “Only, if you should be so willing, give me a piece of bread.”


    “You have no need of money?” she re-echoed dubiously.


    “No, none. For that matter, of what use could it be to me?”


    “Well, well!” she said after a thoughtful pause. “Then be it as you wish, and — and I thank you.”


    
      

    


    The sun, as he rose and ascended towards the blue of the firmament, was spreading over the earth a braggart, peacock-like tail of beams. And as he did so, I winked at him, for by experience I knew that some two hours later his smiles would be scorching me with fire. Yet for the time being he and I had no fault to find with one another. Wherefore, I set myself to search for a bank whence I might sing to him, as to the Lord of Life:


    Oh Thou of intangible substance,

    Reveal now that substance to me!

    Enwrap me within the great vestment

    Of light which encompasseth Thee!

    That with Thy uprising, my substance

    May Come all-prevailing to be!


    
      
    


    
      

    


    “Let us live our lives unto ourselves. Let theirs be theirs, and ours, ours.”
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    Translated by Ivan Strannik


    
      
    


    CONTENTS


    
      
    


    Twenty-Six and One


    Tchelkache


    Malva


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    PREFACE: MAXIME GORKY


    
      
    


    Russian literature, which for half a century has abounded in happy surprises, has again made manifest its wonderful power of innovation. A tramp, Maxime Gorky, lacking in all systematic training, has suddenly forced his way into its sacred domain, and brought thither the fresh spontaneity of his thoughts and character. Nothing as individual or as new has been produced since the first novels of Tolstoy. His work owes nothing to its predecessors; it stands apart and alone. It, therefore, obtains more than an artistic success, it causes a real revolution.


    Gorky was born of humble people, at Nizhni-Novgorod, in 1868 or 1869, — he does not know which — and was early left an orphan. He was apprenticed to a shoemaker, but ran away, a sedentary life not being to his taste. He left an engraver’s in the same manner, and then went to work with a painter of ikoni, or holy pictures. He is next found to be a cook’s boy, then an assistant to a gardener. He tried life in these diverse ways, and not one of them pleased him. Until his fifteenth year, he had only had the time to learn to read a little; his grandfather taught him to read a prayer-book in the old Slav dialect. He retained from his first studies only a distaste for anything printed until the time when, cook’s boy on board a steam-boat, he was initiated by the chief cook into more attractive reading matter. Gogol, Glebe Ouspenski, Dumas pere were revelations to him. His imagination took fire; he was seized with a “fierce desire” for instruction. He set out for Kazan, “as though a poor child could receive instruction gratuitously,” but he soon perceived that “it was contrary to custom.” Discouraged, he became a baker’s boy with the wages of three rubles (about $1.50) a month. In the midst of worse fatigue and ruder privations, he always recalls the bakery of Kazan with peculiar bitterness; later, in his story, “Twenty-Six and One,” he utilized this painful remembrance: “There were twenty-six of us — twenty-six living machines, locked up in a damp cellar, where we patted dough from morning till night, making biscuits and cakes. The windows of our cellar looked out into a ditch, which was covered with bricks grown green from dampness, the window frames were obstructed from the outside by a dense iron netting, and the light of the sun could not peep in through the panes, which were covered with flour dust. . . .”


    Gorky dreamed of the free air. He abandoned the bakery. Always reading, studying feverishly, drinking with vagrants, expending his strength in every possible manner, he is one day at work in a saw-mill, another, ‘longshoreman on the quays. . . . In 1888, seized with despair, he attempted to kill himself. “I was,” said he, “as ill as I could be, and I continued to live to sell apples. . . .” He afterward became a gate-keeper and later retailed kvass in the streets. A happy chance brought him to the notice of a lawyer, who interested himself in him, directed his reading and organized his instruction. But his restless disposition drew him back to his wandering life; he traveled over Russia in every direction and tried his hand at every trade, including, henceforth, that of man of letters.


    He began by writing a short story, “Makar Tchoudra,” which was published by a provincial newspaper. It is a rather interesting work, but its interest lies more, frankly speaking, in what it promises than in what it actually gives. The subject is rather too suggestive of certain pieces of fiction dear to the romantic school.


    Gorky’s appearance in the world of literature dates from 1893. He had at this time, the acquaintance of the writer Korolenko, and, thanks to him, soon published “Tchelkache,” which met with a resounding success. Gorky henceforth rejects all traditional methods, and free and untrammeled devotes himself to frankly and directly interpreting life as he sees it. As he has, so far, lived only in the society of tramps, himself a tramp, and one of the most refractory, it has been reserved for him to write the poem of vagrancy.


    His preference is for the short story. In seven years, he has written thirty, contained in three volumes, which in their expressive brevity sometimes recall Maupassant.


    The plot is of the simplest. Sometimes, there are only two personages: an old beggar and his grandson, two workmen, a tramp and a Jew, a baker’s boy and his assistant, two companions in misery.


    The interest of these stories does not lie in the unraveling of an intricate plot. They are rather fragments of life, bits of biography covering some particular period, without reaching the limits of a real drama. And these are no more artificially combined than are the events of real life.


    Everything that he relates, Gorky has seen. Every landscape that he describes has been seen by him in the course of his adventurous existence. Each detail of this scenery is fraught for him with some remembrance of distress or suffering. This vagrant life has been his own. These tramps have been his companions, he has loved or hated them. Therefore his work is alive with what he has almost unconsciously put in of himself. At the same time, he knows how to separate himself from his work; the characters introduced live their own lives, independent of his, having their own characters and their own individual way of reacting against the common misery. No writer has to a greater degree the gift of objectivity, while at the same time freely introducing himself into his work.


    Therefore, his tramps are strikingly truthful. He does not idealise them; the sympathy that their strength, courage, and independence inspire in him does not blind him. He conceals neither their faults, vices, drunkenness nor boastfulness. He is without indulgence for them, and judges them discriminatingly. He paints reality, but without, for all that, exaggerating ugliness. He does not avoid painful or coarse scenes; but in the most cynical passages he does not revolt because it is felt that he only desires to be truthful, and not to excite the emotions by cheap means. He simply points out that things are as they are, that there is nothing to be done about it, that they depend upon immutable laws. Accordingly all those sad, even horrible spectacles are accepted as life itself. To Gorky, the spectacle presented by these characters is only natural: he has seen them shaken by passion as the waves by the wind, and a smile pass over their souls like the sun piercing the clouds. He is, in the true acceptation of the term, a realist.


    The introduction of tramps in literature is the great innovation of Gorky. The Russian writers first interested themselves in the cultivated classes of society; then they went as far as the moujik. The “literature of the moujik,” assumed a social importance. It had a political influence and was not foreign to the abolition of serfdom.


    In the story “Malva,” Gorky offers us two characteristic types of peasants who become tramps by insensible degrees; almost without suspecting it, through the force of circumstances. One of them is Vassili. When he left the village, he fully intended to return. He went away to earn a little money for his wife and children. He found employment in a fishery. Life was easy and joyous. For a while he sent small sums of money home, but gradually the village and the old life faded away and became less and less real. He ceased to think of them. His son Iakov came to seek him and to procure work for himself for a season. He had the true soul of a peasant.


    Later he falls, like the others, under the spell of this easy, free life, and one feels that Iakov will never more return to the village.


    In Gorky’s eyes, his work is tainted by a capital vice. It is unsuited to producing the joy that quickens. Humanity has forgotten joy; what has he done beyond pitying or rallying suffering? . . . These reflections haunt him, and this doubt of his beneficent efficacy imparts extreme sadness to his genius.


    IVAN STRANNIK.


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    Twenty-Six and One


    
      
    


    There were twenty-six of us — twenty-six living machines, locked up in a damp cellar, where we patted dough from morning till night, making biscuits and cakes. The windows of our cellar looked out into a ditch, which was covered with bricks grown green from dampness, the window frames were obstructed from the outside by a dense iron netting, and the light of the sun could not peep in through the panes, which were covered with flour-dust. Our proprietor stopped up our windows with iron that we might not give his bread to the poor or to those of our companions who, being out of work, were starving; our proprietor called us cheats and gave us for our dinner tainted garbage instead of meat.


    It was stifling and narrow in our box of stone under the low, heavy ceiling, covered with smoke-black and spider-webs. It was close and disgusting within the thick walls, which were spattered with stains of mud and mustiness. . . . We rose at five o’clock in the morning, without having had enough sleep, and, dull and indifferent, we seated ourselves by the table at six to make biscuits out of the dough, which had been prepared for us by our companions while we were asleep. And all day long, from morning till ten o’clock at night, some of us sat by the table rolling out the elastic dough with our hands, and shaking ourselves that we might not grow stiff, while the others kneaded the dough with water. And the boiling water in the kettle, where the cracknels were being boiled, was purring sadly and thoughtfully all day long; the baker’s shovel was scraping quickly and angrily against the oven, throwing off on the hot bricks the slippery pieces of dough. On one side of the oven, wood was burning from morning till night, and the red reflection of the flame was trembling on the wall of the workshop as though it were silently mocking us. The huge oven looked like the deformed head of a fairy-tale monster. It looked as though it thrust itself out from underneath the floor, opened its wide mouth full of fire, and breathed on us with heat and stared at our endless work through the two black air-holes above the forehead. These two cavities were like eyes — pitiless and impassible eyes of a monster: they stared at us with the same dark gaze, as though they had grown tired of looking at slaves, and expecting nothing human from them, despised them with the cold contempt of wisdom. Day in and day out, amid flour-dust and mud and thick, bad-odored suffocating heat, we rolled out the dough and made biscuits, wetting them with our sweat, and we hated our work with keen hatred; we never ate the biscuit that came out of our hands, preferring black bread to the cracknels. Sitting by a long table, one opposite the other — nine opposite nine — we mechanically moved our hands, and fingers during the long hours, and became so accustomed to our work that we no longer ever followed the motions of our hands. And we had grown so tired of looking at one another that each of us knew all the wrinkles on the faces of the others. We had nothing to talk about, we were used to this and were silent all the time, unless abusing one another — for there is always something for which to abuse a man, especially a companion. But we even abused one another very seldom. Of what can a man be guilty when he is half dead, when he is like a statue, when all his feelings are crushed under the weight of toil? But silence is terrible and painful only to those who have said all and have nothing more to speak of; but to those who never had anything to say — to them silence is simple and easy. . . . Sometimes we sang, and our song began thus: During work some one would suddenly heave a sigh, like that of a tired horse, and would softly start one of those drawling songs, whose touchingly caressing tune always gives ease to the troubled soul of the singer. One of us sang, and at first we listened in silence to his lonely song, which was drowned and deafened underneath the heavy ceiling of the cellar, like the small fire of a wood-pile in the steppe on a damp autumn night, when the gray sky is hanging over the earth like a leaden roof. Then another joined the singer, and now, two voices soar softly and mournfully over the suffocating heat of our narrow ditch. And suddenly a few more voices take up the song — and the song bubbles up like a wave, growing stronger, louder, as though moving asunder the damp, heavy walls of our stony prison.


    All the twenty-six sing; loud voices, singing in unison, fill the workshop; the song has no room there; it strikes against the stones of the walls, it moans and weeps and reanimates the heart by a soft tickling pain, irritating old wounds and rousing sorrow.


    The singers breathe deeply and heavily; some one unexpectedly leaves off his song and listens for a long time to the singing of his companions, and again his voice joins the general wave. Another mournfully exclaims, Eh! sings, his eyes closed, and it may be that the wide, heavy wave of sound appears to him like a road leading somewhere far away, like a wide road, lighted by the brilliant sun, and he sees himself walking there. . . .


    The flame is constantly trembling in the oven, the baker’s shovel is scraping against the brick, the water in the kettle is purring, and the reflection of the fire is trembling on the wall, laughing in silence. . . . And we sing away, with some one else’s words, our dull sorrow, the heavy grief of living men, robbed of sunshine, the grief of slaves. Thus we lived, twenty-six of us, in the cellar of a big stony house, and it was hard for us to live as though all the three stories of the house had been built upon our shoulders.


    But besides the songs, we had one other good thing, something we all loved and which, perhaps, came to us instead of the sun. The second story of our house was occupied by an embroidery shop, and there, among many girl workers, lived the sixteen year old chamber-maid, Tanya. Every morning her little, pink face, with blue, cheerful eyes, leaned against the pane of the little window in our hallway door, and her ringing, kind voice cried to us: “Little prisoners! Give me biscuits!”


    We all turned around at this familiar, clear sound and joyously, kind-heartedly looked at the pure maiden face as it smiled to us delightfully. We were accustomed and pleased to see her nose flattened against the window-pane, and the small, white teeth that flashed from under her pink lips, which were open with a smile. We rush to open the door for her, pushing one another; she enters, cheerful and amiable, and holding out her apron. She stands before us, leaning her head somewhat on one side and smiles all the time. A thick, long braid of chestnut hair, falling across her shoulder, lies on her breast. We, dirty, dark, deformed men, look up at her from below — the threshold was four steps higher than the floor — we look at her, lifting our heads upwards, we wish her a good morning. We say to her some particular words, words we use for her alone. Speaking to her our voices are somehow softer, and our jokes lighter. Everything is different for her. The baker takes out a shovelful of the brownest and reddest biscuits and throws them cleverly into Tanya’s apron.


    “Look out that the boss doesn’t see you!” we always warn her. She laughs roguishly and cries to us cheerfully:


    “Good-by, little prisoners!” and she disappears quickly, like a little mouse. That’s all. But long after her departure we speak pleasantly of her to one another. We say the very same thing we said yesterday and before, because she, as well as we and everything around us, is also the same as yesterday and before. It is very hard and painful for one to live, when nothing changes around him, and if it does not kill his soul for good, the immobility of the surroundings becomes all the more painful the longer he lives. We always spoke of women in such a manner that at times we were disgusted at our own rude and shameless words, and this is quite clear, for the women we had known, perhaps, never deserved any better words. But of Tanya we never spoke ill. Not only did none of us ever dare to touch her with his hand, she never even heard a free jest from us. It may be that this was because she never stayed long with us; she flashed before our eyes like a star coming from the sky and then disappeared, or, perhaps, because she was small and very beautiful, and all that is beautiful commands the respect even of rude people. And then, though our hard labor had turned us into dull oxen, we nevertheless remained human beings, and like all human beings, we could not live without worshipping something. We had nobody better than she, and none, except her, paid any attention to us, the dwellers of the cellar; no one, though tens of people lived in the house. And finally — this is probably the main reason — we all considered her as something of our own, as something that existed only because of our biscuits. We considered it our duty to give her hot biscuits and this became our daily offering to the idol, it became almost a sacred custom which bound us to her the more every day. Aside from the biscuits, we gave Tanya many advices — to dress more warmly, not to run fast on the staircase, nor to carry heavy loads of wood. She listened to our advice with a smile, replied to us with laughter and never obeyed us, but we did not feel offended at this. All we needed was to show that we cared for her. She often turned to us with various requests. She asked us, for instance, to open the heavy cellar door, to chop some wood. We did whatever she wanted us to do with joy, and even with some kind of pride.


    But when one of us asked her to mend his only shirt, she declined, with a contemptuous sneer.


    We laughed heartily at the queer fellow, and never again asked her for anything. We loved her; all is said in this. A human being always wants to bestow his love upon some one, although he may sometime choke or slander him; he may poison the life of his neighbor with his love, because, loving, he does not respect the beloved. We had to love Tanya, for there was no one else we could love.


    At times some one of us would suddenly begin to reason thus:


    “And why do we make so much of the girl? What’s in her? Eh? We have too much to do with her.” We quickly and rudely checked the man who dared to say such words. We had to love something. We found it out and loved it, and the something which the twenty-six of us loved had to be inaccessible to each of us as our sanctity, and any one coming out against us in this matter was our enemy. We loved, perhaps, not what was really good, but then we were twenty-six, and therefore we always wanted the thing dear to us to be sacred in the eyes of others. Our love is not less painful than hatred. And perhaps this is why some haughty people claim that our hatred is more flattering than our love. But why, then, don’t they run from us, if that is true?


    Aside from the biscuit department our proprietor had also a shop for white bread; it was in the same house, separated from our ditch by a wall; the bulochniks (white-bread bakers), there were four of them, kept aloof, considering their work cleaner than ours, and therefore considering themselves better than we were; they never came to our shop, laughed at us whenever they met us in the yard; nor did we go to them. The proprietor had forbidden this for fear lest we might steal loaves of white bread. We did not like the bulochniks, because we envied them. Their work was easier than ours, they were better paid, they were given better meals, theirs was a spacious, light workshop, and they were all so clean and healthy — repulsive to us; while we were all yellow, and gray, and sickly. During holidays and whenever they were free from work they put on nice coats and creaking boots; two of them had harmonicas, and they all went to the city park; while we had on dirty rags and burst shoes, and the city police did not admit us into the park — could we love the bulochniks?


    One day we learned that one of their bakers had taken to drink, that the proprietor had discharged him and hired another one in his place, and that the other one was a soldier, wearing a satin vest and a gold chain to his watch. We were curious to see such a dandy, and in the hope of seeing him we, now and again, one by one, began to run out into the yard.


    But he came himself to our workshop. Kicking the door open with his foot, and leaving it open, he stood on the threshold, and smiling, said to us:


    “God help you! Hello, fellows!” The cold air, forcing itself in at the door in a thick, smoky cloud, was whirling around his feet; he stood on the threshold, looking down on us from above, and from under his fair, curled moustache, big, yellow teeth were flashing. His waistcoat was blue, embroidered with flowers; it was beaming, and the buttons were of some red stones. And there was a chain too. He was handsome, this soldier, tall, strong, with red cheeks, and his big, light eyes looked good — kind and clear. On his head was a white, stiffly-starched cap, and from under his clean apron peeped out sharp toes of stylish, brightly shining boots.


    Our baker respectfully requested him to close the door; he did it without haste, and began to question us about the proprietor. Vieing with one another, we told him that our “boss” was a rogue, a rascal, a villain, a tyrant, everything that could and ought to be said of our proprietor, but which cannot be repeated here. The soldier listened, stirred his moustache and examined us with a soft, light look.


    “And are there many girls here?” he asked, suddenly.


    Some of us began to laugh respectfully, others made soft grimaces; some one explained to the soldier that there were nine girls.


    “Do you take advantage?” . . . asked the soldier, winking his eye.


    Again we burst out laughing, not very loud, and with a confused laughter. Many of us wished to appear before the soldier just as clever as he was, but not one was able to do it. Some one confessed, saying in a low voice:


    “It is not for us.” . . .


    “Yes, it is hard for you!” said the soldier with confidence, examining us fixedly. “You haven’t the bearing for it . . . the figure — you haven’t the appearance, I mean! And a woman likes a good appearance in a man. To her it must be perfect, everything perfect! And then she respects strength. . . . A hand should be like this!” The soldier pulled his right hand out of his pocket. The shirt sleeve was rolled up to his elbow. He showed his hand to us. . . . It was white, strong, covered with glossy, golden hair.


    “A leg, a chest, in everything there must be firmness. And then, again, the man must be dressed according to style. . . . As the beauty of things requires it. I, for instance, I am loved by women. I don’t call them, I don’t lure them, they come to me of themselves.” He seated himself on a bag of flour and told us how the women loved him and how he handled them boldly. Then he went away, and when the door closed behind him with a creak, we were silent for a long time, thinking of him and of his stories. And then suddenly we all began to speak, and it became clear at once that he pleased every one of us. Such a kind and plain fellow. He came, sat awhile and talked. Nobody came to us before, nobody ever spoke to us like this; so friendly. . . . And we all spoke of him and of his future successes with the embroidery girls, who either passed us by, closing their lips insultingly, when they met us in the yard, or went straight on as if we had not been in their way at all. And we always admired them, meeting them in the yard, or when they went past our windows — in winter dressed in some particular hats and in fur coats, in summer in hats with flowers, with colored parasols in their hands. But thereafter among ourselves, we spoke of these girls so that had they heard it, they would have gone mad for shame and insult.


    “However, see that he doesn’t spoil Tanushka, too!” said the baker, suddenly, with anxiety.


    We all became silent, dumb-founded by these words. We had somehow forgotten Tanya; it looked as though the soldier’s massive, handsome figure prevented us from seeing her. Then began a noisy dispute. Some said that Tanya would not submit herself to this, others argued that she would not hold out against the soldier; still others said that they would break the soldier’s bones in case he should annoy Tanya, and finally all decided to look after the soldier and Tanya, and to warn the girl to be on guard against him. . . . This put an end to the dispute.


    About a month went by. The soldier baked white bread, walked around with the embroidery girls, came quite often to our workshop, but never told us of his success with the girls; he only twisted his moustache and licked his lips with relish.


    Tanya came every morning for the biscuits and, as always, was cheerful, amiable, kind to us. We attempted to start a conversation with her about the soldier, but she called him a “goggle-eyed calf,” and other funny names, and this calmed us. We were proud of our little girl, seeing that the embroidery girls were making love to the soldier. Tanya’s relation toward him somehow uplifted all of us, and we, as if guided by her relation, began to regard the soldier with contempt. And we began to love Tanya still more, and, meet her in the morning more cheerfully and kind-heartedly.


    But one day the soldier came to us a little intoxicated, seated himself and began to laugh, and when we asked him what he was laughing at he explained: “Two had a fight on account of me. . . . Lidka and Grushka. . . . How they disfigured each other! Ha, ha! One grabbed the other by the hair, and knocked her to the ground in the hallway, and sat on her. . . . Ha, ha, ha! They scratched each other’s faces. . . . It is laughable! And why cannot women fight honestly? Why do they scratch? Eh?”


    He sat on the bench, strong and clean and jovial; talking and laughing all the time. We were silent. Somehow or other he seemed repulsive to us this time.


    “How lucky I am with women, Eh? It is very funny! Just a wink and I have them!”


    His white hands, covered with glossy hair, were lifted and thrown back to his knees with a loud noise. And he stared at us with such a pleasantly surprised look, as though he really could not understand why he was so lucky in his affairs with women. His stout, red face was radiant with happiness and self-satisfaction, and he kept on licking his lips with relish.


    Our baker scraped the shovel firmly and angrily against the hearth of the oven and suddenly said, sarcastically:


    “You need no great strength to fell little fir-trees, but try to throw down a pine.” . . .


    “That is, do you refer to me?” asked the soldier.


    “To you. . . .”


    “What is it?”


    “Nothing. . . . Too late!”


    “No, wait! What’s the matter? Which pine?”


    Our baker did not reply, quickly working with his shovel at the oven. He would throw into the oven the biscuits from the boiling kettle, would take out the ready ones and throw them noisily to the floor, to the boys who put them on bast strings. It looked as though he had forgotten all about the soldier and his conversation with him. But suddenly the soldier became very restless. He rose to his feet and walking up to the oven, risked striking his chest against the handle of the shovel, which was convulsively trembling in the air.


    “No, you tell me — who is she? You have insulted me. . . . I? . . . Not a single one can wrench herself from me, never! And you say to me such offensive words.” . . . And, indeed, he looked really offended. Evidently there was nothing for which he might respect himself, except for his ability to lead women astray; it may be that aside from this ability there was no life in him, and only this ability permitted him to feel himself a living man.


    There are people to whom the best and dearest thing in life is some kind of a disease of either the body or the soul. They make much of it during all their lives and live by it only; suffering from it, they are nourished by it, they always complain of it to others and thus attract the attention of their neighbors. By this they gain people’s compassion for themselves, and aside from this they have nothing. Take away this disease from them, cure them, and they are rendered most unfortunate, because they thus lose their sole means of living, they then become empty. Sometimes a man’s life is so poor that he is involuntarily compelled to prize his defect and live by it. It may frankly be said that people are often depraved out of mere weariness. The soldier felt insulted, and besetting our baker, roared:


    “Tell me — who is it?”


    “Shall I tell you?” the baker suddenly turned to him.


    “Well?”


    “Do you know Tanya?”


    “Well?”


    “Well, try.” . . .


    “I?”


    “You!”


    “Her? That’s easy enough!”


    “We’ll see!”


    “You’ll see! Ha, ha!”


    “She’ll. . . .”


    “A month’s time!”


    “What a boaster you are, soldier!”


    “Two weeks! I’ll show you! Who is it? Tanya! Tfoo!” . . .


    “Get away, I say.”


    “Get away, . . . you’re bragging!”


    “Two weeks, that’s all!”


    Suddenly our baker became enraged, and he raised the shovel against the soldier. The soldier stepped back, surprised, kept silent for awhile, and, saying ominously, in a low voice: “Very well, then!” he left us.


    During the dispute we were all silent, interested in the result. But when the soldier went out, a loud, animated talk and noise was started among us.


    Some one cried to the baker:


    “You contrived a bad thing, Pavel!”


    “Work!” replied the baker, enraged.


    We felt that the soldier was touched to the quick and that a danger was threatening Tanya. We felt this, and at the same time we were seized with a burning, pleasant curiosity — what will happen? Will she resist the soldier? And almost all of us cried out with confidence:


    “Tanya? She will resist! You cannot take her with bare hands!”


    We were very desirous of testing the strength of our godling; we persistently proved to one another that our godling was a strong godling, and that Tanya would come out the victor in this combat. Then, finally, it appeared to us that we did not provoke the soldier enough, that he might forget about the dispute, and that we ought to irritate his self-love the more. Since that day we began to live a particular, intensely nervous life — a life we had never lived before. We argued with one another all day long, as if we had grown wiser. We spoke more and better. It seemed to us that we were playing a game with the devil, with Tanya as the stake on our side. And when we had learned from the bulochniks that the soldier began to court “our Tanya,” we felt so dreadfully good and were so absorbed in our curiosity that we did not even notice that the proprietor, availing himself of our excitement, added to our work fourteen poods (a pood is a weight of forty Russian pounds) of dough a day. We did not even get tired of working. Tanya’s name did not leave our lips all day long. And each morning we expected her with especial impatience. Sometimes we imagined that she might come to us — and that she would be no longer the same Tanya, but another one.


    However, we told her nothing about the dispute. We asked her no questions and treated her as kindly as before. But something new and foreign to our former feelings for Tanya crept in stealthily into our relation toward her, and this new something was keen curiosity, sharp and cold like a steel knife.


    “Fellows! Time is up to-day!” said the baker one morning, commencing to work.


    We knew this well without his calling our attention to it, but we gave a start, nevertheless.


    “Watch her! . . . She’ll come soon!” suggested the baker. Some one exclaimed regretfully: “What can we see?”


    And again a lively, noisy dispute ensued. To-day we were to learn at last how far pure and inaccessible to filth was the urn wherein we had placed all that was best in us. This morning we felt for the first time that we were really playing a big game, that this test of our godling’s purity might destroy our idol. We had been told all these days that the soldier was following Tanya obstinately, but for some reason or other none of us asked how she treated him. And she kept on coming to us regularly every morning for biscuits and was the same as before. This day, too, we soon heard her voice:


    “Little prisoners! I’ve come. . . .”


    We hastened to let her in, and when she entered we met her, against our habit, in silence. Staring at her fixedly, we did not know what to say to her, what to ask her; and as we stood before her we formed a dark, silent crowd. She was evidently surprised at our unusual reception, and suddenly we noticed that she turned pale, became restless, began to bustle about and asked in a choking voice:


    “Why are you . . . such?


    “And you?” asked the baker sternly, without taking his eyes off the girl.


    “What’s the matter with me?”


    “Nothing. . . .”


    “Well, quicker, give me biscuits. . . .”


    She had never before hurried us on. . . .


    “There’s plenty of time!” said the baker, his eyes fixed, on her face.


    Then she suddenly turned around and disappeared behind the door.


    The baker took up his shovel and said calmly, turning towards the oven:


    “It is done, it seems! . . . The soldier! . . . Rascal! . . .

    Scoundrel!” . . .


    
      
    


    Like a herd of sheep, pushing one another, we walked back to the table, seated ourselves in silence and began to work slowly. Soon some one said:


    “And perhaps not yet.” . . .


    “Go on! Talk about it!” cried the baker.


    We all knew that he was a clever man, cleverer than any of us, and we understood by his words that he was firmly convinced of the soldier’s victory. . . . We were sad and uneasy. At twelve o’clock, during the dinner hour, the soldier came. He was, as usual, clean and smart, and, as usual, looked straight into our eyes. We felt awkward to look at him.


    “Well, honorable gentlemen, if you wish, I can show you a soldier’s boldness,” . . . said he, smiling proudly. “You go out into the hallway and look through the clefts. . . . Understand?”


    We went out and, falling on one another, we stuck to the cleft, in the wooden walls of the hallway, leading to the yard. We did not have to wait long. . . . . . . . Soon Tanya passed with a quick pace, skipping over the plashes of melted snow and mud. Her face looked troubled. She disappeared behind the cellar door. Then the soldier went there slowly and whistling. His hands were thrust into his pockets, and his moustache was stirring.


    A rain was falling, and we saw the drops fall into plashes, and the plashes were wrinkling under their blows. It was a damp, gray day — a very dreary day. The snow still lay on the roofs, while on the ground, here and there, were dark spots of mud. And the snow on the roofs, too, was covered with a brownish, muddy coating. The rain trickled slowly, producing a mournful sound. We felt cold and disagreeable.


    The soldier came first out of the cellar; he crossed the yard slowly,

    Stirring his moustache, his hands in his pockets — the same as always.


    
      
    


    Then Tanya came out. Her eyes . . . her eyes were radiant with joy and happiness, and her lips were smiling. And she walked as though in sleep, staggering, with uncertain steps. We could not stand this calmly. We all rushed toward the door, jumped out into the yard, and began to hiss and bawl at her angrily and wildly. On noticing us she trembled and stopped short as if petrified in the mud under her feet. We surrounded her and malignantly abused her in the most obscene language. We told her shameless things.


    We did this not loud but slowly, seeing that she could not get away, that she was surrounded by us and we could mock her as much as we pleased. I don’t know why, but we did not beat her. She stood among us, turning her head one way and another, listening to our abuses. And we kept on throwing at her more of the mire and poison of our words.


    The color left her face. Her blue eyes, so happy a moment ago, opened wide, her breast breathed heavily and her lips were trembling.


    And we, surrounding her, avenged ourselves upon her, for she had robbed us. She had belonged to us, we had spent on her all that was best in us, though that best was the crusts of beggars, but we were twenty-six, while she was one, and therefore there was no suffering painful enough to punish her for her crime! How we abused her! She was silent, looked at us wild-eyed, and trembling in every limb. We were laughing, roaring, growling. Some more people ran up to us. Some one of us pulled Tanya by the sleeve of her waist. . . .


    Suddenly her eyes began to flash; slowly she lifted her hands to her head, and, adjusting her hair, said loudly, but calmly, looking straight into our eyes:


    “Miserable prisoners!”


    And she came directly toward us, she walked, too, as though we were not in front of her, as though we were not in her way. Therefore none of us were in her way, and coming out of our circle, without turning to us, she said aloud, and with indescribable contempt:


    “Rascals! . . . Rabble!” . . .


    Then she went away.


    We remained standing in the centre of the yard, in the mud, under the rain and the gray, sunless sky. . . .


    Then we all went back silently to our damp, stony ditch. As before, the sun never peeped in through our windows, and Tanya never came there again! . . . .


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    Tchelkache


    
      
    


    The sky is clouded by the dark smoke rising from the harbor. The ardent sun gazes at the green sea through a thin veil. It is unable to see its reflection in the water so agitated is the latter by the oars, the steamer screws and the sharp keels of the Turkish feluccas, or sail boats, that plough the narrow harbor in every direction. The waves imprisoned by stone walls, crushed under the enormous weights that they carry, beat against the sides of the vessels and the quays; beat and murmur, foaming and muddy.


    The noise of chains, the rolling of wagons laden with merchandise, the metallic groan of iron falling on the pavements, the creaking of windlasses, the whistling of steamboats, now in piercing shrieks, now in muffled roars, the cries of haulers, sailors and custom-house officers — all these diverse sounds blend in a single tone, that of work, and vibrate and linger in the air as though they feared to rise and disappear. And still the earth continues to give forth new sounds; heavy, rumbling, they set in motion everything about them, or, piercing, rend the hot and smoky air.


    Stone, iron, wood, vessels and men, all, breathe forth a furious and passionate hymn to the god of Traffic. But the voices of the men, scarcely distinguishable, appear feeble and ridiculous, as do also the men, in the midst of all this tumult. Covered with grimy rags, bent under their burdens, they move through clouds of dust in the hot and noisy atmosphere, dwarfed to insignificance beside the colossal iron structures, mountains of merchandise, noisy wagons and all the other things that they have themselves created. Their own handiwork has reduced them to subjection and robbed them of their personality.


    The giant vessels, at anchor, shriek, or sigh deeply, and in each sound there is, as it were, an ironical contempt for the men who crawl over their decks and fill their sides with the products of a slaved toil. The long files of ‘longshoremen are painfully absurd; they carry huge loads of corn on their shoulders and deposit them in the iron holds of the vessels so that they may earn a few pounds of bread to put in their famished stomachs. The men, in rags, covered with perspiration, are stupefied by fatigue, noise and heat; the machines, shining, strong and impassive, made by the hands of these men, are not, however, moved by steam, but by the muscles and blood of their creators — cold and cruel irony!


    The noise weighs down, the dust irritates nostrils and eyes; the heat burns the body, the fatigue, everything seems strained to its utmost tension, and ready to break forth in a resounding explosion that will clear the air and bring peace and quiet to the earth again — when the town, sea and sky will be calm and beneficent. But it is only an illusion, preserved by the untiring hope of man and his imperishable and illogical desire for liberty.


    Twelve strokes of a bell, sonorous and measured, rang out. When the last one had died away upon the air, the rude tones of labor were already half softened. At the end of a minute, they were transformed into a dull murmur. Then, the voices of men and sea were more distinct. The dinner hour had come.


    * * * * *


    
      
    


    When the longshoremen, leaving their work, were dispersed in noisy groups over the wharf, buying food from the open-air merchants, and settling themselves on the pavement, in shady corners, to eat, Grichka Tchelkache, an old jail-bird, appeared among them. He was game often hunted by the police, and the entire quay knew him for a hard drinker and a clever, daring thief. He was bare-headed and bare-footed, and wore a worn pair of velvet trousers and a percale blouse torn at the neck, showing his sharp and angular bones covered with brown skin. His touseled black hair, streaked with gray, and his sharp visage, resembling a bird of prey’s, all rumpled, indicated that he had just awakened. From his moustache hung a straw, another clung to his unshaved cheek, while behind his ear was a fresh linden leaf. Tall, bony, a little bent, he walked slowly over the stones, and, turning his hooked nose from side to side, cast piercing glances about him, appearing to be seeking someone among the ‘longshoremen. His long, thick, brown moustache trembled like a cat’s, and his hands, behind his back, rubbed each other, pressing closely together their twisted and knotty fingers. Even here, among hundreds of his own kind, he attracted attention by his resemblance to a sparrow-hawk of the steppes, by his rapacious leanness, his easy stride, outwardly calm but alert and watchful as the flight of the bird that he recalled.


    When he reached a group of tatterdemalions, seated in the shade of some baskets of charcoal, a broad-shouldered and stupid looking boy rose to meet him. His face was streaked with red and his neck was scratched; he bore the traces of a recent fight. He walked along beside Tchelkache, and said under his breath:


    “The custom-house officers can’t find two boxes of goods. They are looking for them. You understand, Grichka?”


    “What of it?” asked Tchelkache, measuring him calmly with his eyes.


    “What of it? They are looking, that’s all.”


    “Have they inquired for me to help them in their search?”


    Tchelkache gazed at the warehouses with a meaning smile.


    “Go to the devil!”


    The other turned on his heel.


    “Hey! Wait! — Who has fixed you up in that fashion? Your face is all bruised — Have you seen Michka around here?”


    “I haven’t seen him for a long time!” cried the other, rejoining the ‘longshoremen.


    Tchelkache continued on his way, greeted in a friendly manner by all. But he, usually so ready with merry word or biting jest, was evidently out of sorts to-day, and answered all questions briefly.


    Behind a bale of merchandise appeared a custom-house officer, standing in his dark-green, dusty uniform with military erectness. He barred Tchelkache’s way, placing himself before him in an offensive attitude, his left hand on his sword, and reached out his right hand to take Tchelkache by the collar.


    “Stop, where are you going?”


    Tchelkache fell back a step, looked at the officer and smiled drily.


    The red, cunning and good-natured face of the custom-house officer was making an effort to appear terrible; with the result that swollen and purple, with wrinkling eyebrows and bulging eyes, it only succeeded in being funny.


    “You’ve been warned before: don’t you dare to come upon the wharf, or

    I’ll break every rib in your body!” fiercely exclaimed the officer.


    
      
    


    “How do you do, Semenitch! I haven’t seen you for a long time,” quietly replied Tchelkache, extending his hand.


    “I could get along without ever seeing you! Go about your business!”


    However, Semenitch shook the hand that was extended to him.


    “You’re just the one I want to see,” pursued Tchelkache, without loosening the hold of his hooked fingers on Semenitch’s hand, and shaking it familiarly. “Have you seen Michka?”


    “What Michka? I don’t know any Michka! Get along with you, friend, or the inspector’ll see you; he—”


    “The red-haired fellow who used to work with me on board the

    ‘Kostroma,’” continued Tchelkache, unmoved.


    
      
    


    “Who stole with you would be nearer the truth! Your Michka has been sent to the hospital: his leg was crushed under a bar of iron. Go on, friend, take my advice or else I shall have to beat you.”


    “Ah! — And you were saying: I don’t know Michka! You see that you do know him. What’s put you out, Semenitch?”


    “Enough, Grichka, say no more and off with you—”


    The officer was getting angry and, darting apprehensive glances on either side, tried to free his hand from the firm grasp of Tchelkache. The last named looked at him calmly from under his heavy eyebrows, while a slight smile curved his lips, and without releasing his hold of the officer’s hand, continued talking.


    “Don’t hurry me. When I’m through talking to you I’ll go. Tell me how you’re getting on. Are your wife and children well?”


    Accompanying his words with a terrible glance, and showing his teeth in a mocking grin, he added:


    “I’m always intending to make you a visit, but I never have the time:

    I’m always drunk—”


    
      
    


    “That’ll do, that’ll do, drop that — Stop joking, bony devil! If you don’t, comrade, I — Or do you really intend to rob houses and streets?”


    “Why? There’s enough here for both of us. My God, yes! — Semenitch! You’ve stolen two boxes of goods again? — Look out, Semenitch, be careful! Or you’ll be caught one of these days!”


    Semenitch trembled with anger at the impudence of Tchelkache; he spat upon the ground in a vain effort to speak. Tchelkache let go his hand and turned back quietly and deliberately at the entrance to the wharf. The officer, swearing like a trooper, followed him.


    Tchelkache had recovered his spirits; he whistled softly between his teeth, and, thrusting his hands in his trousers’ pockets, walked slowly, like a man who has nothing to do, throwing to the right and left scathing remarks and jests. He received replies in kind.


    “Happy Grichka, what good care the authorities take of him!” cried someone in a group of ‘longshoremen who had eaten their dinner and were lying, stretched out on the ground.


    “I have no shoes; Semenitch is afraid that I may hurt my feet,” replied

    Tchelkache.


    
      
    


    They reached the gate. Two soldiers searched Tchelkache and pushed him gently aside.


    “Don’t let him come back again!” cried Semenitch, who had remained inside.


    Tchelkache crossed the road and seated himself on a stepping-block in front of the inn door. From the wharf emerged an interminable stream of loaded wagons. From the opposite direction arrived empty wagons at full speed, the drivers jolting up and down on the seats. The quay emitted a rumbling as of thunder; accompanied by an acrid dust. The ground seemed to shake.


    Accustomed to this mad turmoil, stimulated by his scene with Semenitch, Tchelkache felt at peace with all the world. The future promised him substantial gain without great outlay of energy or skill on his part. He was sure that neither the one nor the other would fail him; screwing up his eyes, he thought of the next day’s merry-making when, his work accomplished, he should have a roll of bills in his pocket. Then his thoughts reverted to his friend Michka, who would have been of so much use to him that night, if he had not broken his leg. Tchelkache swore inwardly at the thought that for want of Michka he might perhaps fail in his enterprise. What was the night going to be? — He questioned the sky and inspected the street.


    Six steps away, was a boy squatting in the road near the sidewalk, his back against a post; he was dressed in blue blouse and trousers, tan shoes, and a russet cap. Near him lay a little bag and a scythe, without a handle, wrapped in hay carefully bound with string. The boy was broad shouldered and fairhaired with a sun-burned and tanned face; his eyes were large and blue and gazed at Tchelkache confidingly and pleasantly.


    Tchelkache showed his teeth, stuck out his tongue, and, making a horrible grimace, stared at him persistently.


    The boy, surprised, winked, then suddenly burst out laughing and cried:


    “O! how funny he is!”


    Almost without rising from the ground, he rolled heavily along toward Tchelkache, dragging his bag in the dust and striking the stones with his scythe.


    “Eh! say, friend, you’ve been on a good spree!” said he to Tchelkache, pulling his trousers.


    “Just so, little one, just so!” frankly replied Tchelkache. This robust and artless lad pleased him from the first.


    “Have you come from the hay-harvest?”


    “Yes. I’ve mowed a verst and earned a kopek! Business is bad! There are so many hands! The starving folks have come — have spoiled the prices. They used to give sixty kopeks at Koubagne. As much as that! And formerly, they say, three, four, even five rubles.”


    “Formerly! — Formerly, they gave three rubles just for the sight of a real Russian. Ten years ago, I made a business of that. I would go to a village, and I would say: ‘I am a Russian!’ At the words, everyone came flocking to look at me, feel of me, marvel at me — and I had three rubles in my pocket! In addition, they gave me food and drink and invited me to stay as long as I liked.”


    The boy’s mouth had gradually opened wider and wider, as he listened to Tchelkache, and his round face expressed surprised admiration; then, comprehending that he was being ridiculed by this ragged man, be brought his jaws together suddenly and burst, out laughing. Tchelkache kept a serious face, concealing a smile under his moustache.


    “What a funny fellow! . . . You said that as though it was true, and I believed you. But, truly, formerly, yonder. . . .”


    “And what did I say? I said that formerly, yonder. . .”


    “Get along with you!” said the boy, accompanying his words with a gesture. “Are you a shoemaker? or a tailor? Say?”


    “I?” asked Tchelkache; then after a moment’s reflection, he added:


    “I’m a fisherman.”


    “A fisherman? Really! What do you catch, fish?”


    “Why should I catch fish? Around here the fishermen catch other things besides that. Very often drowned men, old anchors, sunken boats — everything, in fact! There are lines for that. . .”


    “Invent, keep on inventing! Perhaps you’re one of those fishermen who sing about themselves:


    ”We are those who throw our nets

    Upon dry banks,

    Upon barns and stables!”


    
      
    


    “Have you ever seen any of that kind?” asked Tchelkache, looking ironically at him, and thinking that this honest boy must be very stupid.


    “No, I’ve never seen any; but I’ve heard them spoken of.”


    “Do you like them?”


    “Why not? They are fearless and free.”


    “Do you feel the need of freedom? Do you like freedom?”


    “How could I help liking it? One is his own master, goes where he likes, and does what he pleases. If he succeeds in supporting himself and has no weight dragging at his neck, what more can he ask? He can have as good a time as he likes provided he doesn’t forget God.”


    Tchelkache spat contemptuously and interrupted the boy’s questions by turning his back to him.


    “Look at me, for instance,” said the other, with sudden animation. “When my father died, he left little. My mother was old, the land worn out, what could I do? One must live. But how? I don’t know. A well-to-do family would take me in as a son-in-law, to be sure! If the daughter only received her share! But no! The devil of a father-in-law never wants to divide the property. So then, I must toil for him . . . a long time . . . years. Do you see how it stands? While if I could put by a hundred and fifty rubles, I should feel independent and be able to talk to the old man. ‘Will you give Marfa her share?’ No! ‘All right! She’s not the only girl in the village, thank God.’ And so I’d be perfectly free, my own master. Yes!” The lad sighed. “As it is, there’s nothing for it but to go into a family. I’ve thought that if I were to go to Koubagne, I’d easily make two hundred rubles. Then I should have a chance for myself. But no, nothing has come my way, I’ve failed in everything! So now it’s necessary to enter a family, be a slave, because I can’t get along with what I have — impossible! Ehe! . . .”


    The lad detested the idea of becoming the husband of some rich girl who would remain at home. His face grew dull and sad. He moved restlessly about on the ground; this roused Tchelkache from the reflections in which his speech had plunged him.


    Tchelkache felt that he had no more desire to talk, but he nevertheless asked:


    “Where are you going, now?”


    “Where am I going? Home, of course!”


    “Why of course? . . . Perhaps you’d like to go to Turkey.”


    “To Turkey?” drawled the boy. “Do Christians go there? What do you mean by that?”


    “What an imbecile you are!” sighed Tchelkache, and he again turned his back on his interlocutor, thinking this time that he would not vouchsafe him another word. This robust peasant awakened something obscure within him.


    A confused feeling was gradually growing up, a kind of vexation was stirring the depths of his being and preventing him from concentrating his thoughts upon what he had to do that night.


    The lad whom he had just insulted muttered something under his breath and looked askance at him. His cheeks were comically puffed out, his lips pursed up, and he half closed his eyes in a laughable manner. Evidently he had not expected that his conversation with this moustached person would end so quickly and in a manner so humiliating for him.


    Tchelkache paid no more attention to him. Sitting on the block, he whistled absent-mindedly and beat time with his bare and dirty heel.


    The boy longed to be revenged.


    “Hey! Fisherman! Are you often drunk?” he began; but at the same instant the fisherman turned quickly around and asked:


    “Listen, youngster! Do you want to work with me to-night? Eh? Answer quick.”


    “Work at what?” questioned the boy, distrustfully.


    “At what I shall tell you. . . We’ll go fishing. You shall row. . .”


    “If that’s it . . . why not? All right! I know how to work. . . Only suppose anything happens to me with you; you’re not reassuring, with your mysterious airs. . .”


    Tchelkache felt a burning sensation in his breast and said with concentrated rage:


    “Don’t talk about what yon can’t understand, or else, I’ll hit yon on the head so hard that your ideas will soon clear up.”


    He jumped up, pulling his moustache with his left hand and doubling his right fist all furrowed with knotted veins and hard as iron; his eyes flashed.


    The lad was afraid. He glanced quickly around him and, blinking timidly, also jumped up on his feet. They measured each other with their eyes in silence.


    “Well?” sternly demanded Tchelkache.


    He was boiling over with rage at being insulted by this young boy, whom he had despised even when talking with him, and whom he now began to hate on account of his pure blue eyes, his healthy and sun-burned face and his short, strong arms; because he had, somewhere yonder, a village and a home in that village; because it had been proposed to him to enter as son-in-law in a well-to-do family, and, above all, because this being, who was only a child in comparison with himself, should presume to like liberty, of which he did not know the worth and which was useless to him. It is always disagreeable to see a person whom we consider our inferior like, or dislike, the same things that we do and to be compelled to admit that in that respect they are our equals.


    The lad gazed at Tchelkache and felt that he had found his master.


    “Why . . .” said he; “I consent. I’m willing. It’s work that I’m looking for. It’s all the same to me whether I work with you or someone else. I only said that because you don’t seem like a man that works . . . you are far too ragged. However, I know very well that that may happen to anyone. Have I never seen a drunkard? Eh! How many I’ve seen, and much worse than you!”


    “Good! Then you consent?” asked Tchelkache, somewhat mollified.


    “I, why yes, with pleasure. Name your price.”


    “My price depends upon the work. It’s according to what we do and take. You may perhaps receive five rubles. Do you understand?”


    But now that it was a question of money, the peasant wanted a clear understanding and exacted perfect frankness on the part of his master. He again became distrustful and suspicious.


    “That’s scarcely to my mind, friend. I must have those five rubles in my hand how.”


    Tchelkache humored him.


    “Enough said, wait a little. Let us go to the tavern.”


    They walked side by side along the street; Tchelkache twisting his moustache with the important air of an employer, the lad submissively, but at the same time filled with distrust and fear.


    “What’s your name?” asked Tchelkache.


    “Gavrilo,” replied the lad.


    When they had entered the dirty and smoky ale-house Tchelkache went up to the bar and ordered, in the familiar tone of a regular customer, a bottle of brandy, cabbage soup, roast beef and tea, and, after enumerating the order, said briefly: “to be charged!” To which the boy responded by a silent nod. At this, Gavrilo was filled with great respect for his master, who, despite his knavish exterior, was so well known and treated with so much confidence.


    “There, let us eat a bite, and talk afterward. Wait for me an instant,

    I will be back directly.”


    
      
    


    He went out. Gavrilo looked around him. The ale-house was in a basement; it was damp and dark and reeking with tobacco smoke, tar and a musty odor. In front of Gavrilo, at another table, was a drunken sailor, with a red beard, all covered with charcoal and tar. He was humming, interrupted by frequent hiccoughs, a fragment of a song very much out of tune. He was evidently not a Russian.


    Behind him were two ragged women from Moldavia, black-haired and sun-burned; they were also grinding out a song.


    Further on, other faces started out from the darkness, all dishevelled, half drunk, writhing, restless. . .


    Gavrilo was afraid to remain alone. He longed for his master’s return. The divers noises of the ale-house blended in one single note: it seemed like the roaring of some enormous animal with a hundred voices, struggling blindly and furiously in this stone box and finding no issue. Gavrilo felt himself growing heavy and dull as though his body had absorbed intoxication; his head swam and he could not see, in spite of his desire to satisfy his curiosity.


    Tchelkache returned; he ate and drank while he talked. At the third glass Gavrilo was drunk. He grew lively; he wanted to say something nice to his host, who, worthy man that he was, was treating him so well, before he had availed himself of his services. But the words, which vaguely mounted to his throat, refused to leave his suddenly thick tongue.


    Tchelkache looked at him. He said, smiling sarcastically.


    “So you’re done for, already! . . . it isn’t possible! Just for five small glasses! How will you manage to work?”


    “Friend,” stammered Gavrilo, “don’t be afraid! I will serve you. Ah, how I’ll serve you! Let me embrace you, come?”


    “That’s right, that’s right! . . . One more glass?”


    Gavrilo drank. Everything swam before his eyes in unequal waves. That was unpleasant and gave him nausea. His face had a stupid expression. In his efforts to speak, he protruded his lips comically and roared. Tchelkache looked at him fixedly as though he was recalling something, then without turning aside his gaze twisted his moustache and smiled, but this time, moodily and viciously.


    The ale-house was filled with a drunken uproar. The red-haired sailor was asleep with his elbows on the table.


    “Let us get out of here!” said Tchelkache rising.


    Gavrilo tried to rise, but not succeeding, uttered a formidable oath and burst out into an idiotic, drunken laugh.


    “See how fresh you are!” said Tchelkache, sitting down again. Gavrilo continued to laugh, stupidly contemplating his master. The other looked at him lucidly and penetratingly. He saw before him a man whose life he held in his hands. He knew that he had it in his power to do what he would with him. He could bend him like a piece of cardboard, or help him to develop amid his staid, village environments. Feeling himself the master and lord of another being, he enjoyed this thought and said to himself that this lad should never drink of the cup that destiny had made him, Tchelkache, empty. He at once envied and pitied this young existence, derided it and was moved to compassion at the thought that it might again fall into hands like his own. All these feelings were finally mingled in one — paternal and authoritative. He took Gavrilo by the arm, led and gently pushed him from the public house and deposited him in the shade of a pile of cut wood; he sat down beside him and lighted his pipe. Gavrilo stirred a little, muttered something and went to sleep.


    * * * * *


    
      
    


    “Well, is it ready?” asked Tchelkache in a low voice to Gavrilo who was looking after the oars.


    “In a moment! one of the thole-pins is loose; may I pound it down with an oar?”


    “No, no! No noise! Push it down with your hands, it will be firm.”


    They noiselessly cut loose the boat fastened to the bow of a sailing vessel. There was here a whole fleet of sailing vessels, loaded with oak bark, and Turkish feluccas still half full of palma, sandal-wood and great cypress logs.


    The night was dark; the sky was overspread with shreds of heavy clouds, and the sea was calm, black and thick as oil. It exhaled a humid and salt aroma, and softly murmured as it beat against the sides of the vessels and the shore and gently rocked Tchelkache’s boat. Far out at sea rose the black forms of ships; their sharp masts, surmounted with colored lanterns, were outlined against the sky. The sea reflected the lights and appeared to be sown with yellow spots, which trembled upon its soft velvety black bosom, rising and falling regularly. The sea was sleeping the healthy sound sleep of the laborer after his day’s work.


    “We’re off!” said Gavrilo, dipping his oars.


    “Let us pull!”


    Tchelkache, with a strong stroke of the oar, drove the boat into an open space between two fishing-boats; he pulled rapidly over the shining water, which glowed, at the contact of the oars, with a blue phosphorescent fire. A long trail of softly scintillating light followed the boat windingly.


    “Well! does your head ache very much?” asked Tchelkache, kindly.


    “Horribly! It rings like a clock . . . I’m going to wet it with a little water.”


    “What good will that do? Wet it rather inside; you’ll come to quicker.”


    Tchelkache handed the bottle to Gavrilo.


    “Do you think so? With the blessing of God! . . .” A soft gurgle was heard.


    “Eh! you’re not sorry to have the chance? Enough!” cried Tchelkache, stopping him.


    The boat shot on again, noiselessly; it moved easily between the ships. . . . All at once it cleared itself from the other craft, and the immense shining sea lay before them. It disappeared in the blue distance, where from its waters rose lilac-gray clouds to the sky; these were edged with down, now yellow, again green as the sea, or again slate-colored, casting those gloomy shadows that oppress soul and mind. The clouds slowly crept over one another, sometimes melting in one, sometimes dispersing each other; they mingled their forms and colors, dissolving or reappearing with new contours, majestic and mournful. This slow moving of inanimate masses had something fatal about it. It seemed as though yonder at the confines of the sea, there was an innumerable quantity of them always crawling indifferently over the sky, with the wicked and stupid intention of never allowing it to illumine the sleeping sea with the million golden eyes of its many-colored stars, which awaken the noble desires of beings in adoration before their holy and pure light.


    “Isn’t the sea beautiful?” asked Tchelkache.


    “Not bad! Only one is afraid on it,” replied Gavrilo, rowing evenly and strongly. The sea could scarcely be heard; it dripped from the long oars and still shone with its warm, blue phosphorescent lights.


    “Afraid? Simpleton!” growled Tchelkache.


    He, the cynical robber, loved the sea. His ardent temperament, greedy for impressions, never tired of contemplating its infinite, free and powerful immensity. It offended him to receive such a reply to his question concerning the beauty of the sea that he loved. Seated at the tiller, he cleaved the water with his oar and gazed tranquilly before him, filled with the desire to thus continue rowing forever over this velvet plain.


    On the sea, warm and generous impulses rose within him, filled his soul and in a measure purified it of the defilements of life. He enjoyed this effect and liked to feel himself better, out here, amid the waves and air where the thoughts and occupations of life lose their interest and life itself sinks into insignificance. In the night, the sound of its soft breathing is wafted over the slumbering sea, and this infinite murmur fills the soul with peace, checks all unworthy impulses and brings forth mighty dreams.


    “The nets, where are they, eh?” suddenly asked Gavrilo, inspecting the boat.


    Tchelkache shuddered.


    “There’s the net, at the rudder.”


    “What kind of a net’s that?” asked Gavrilo, suspiciously.


    “A sweep-net. . .”


    But Tchelkache was ashamed to lie to this child to conceal his real purpose; he also regretted the thoughts and feelings that the lad had put to flight by his question. He became angry. He felt the sharp burning sensation that he knew so well, in his breast; his throat contracted. He said harshly to Gavrilo:


    “You’re there; well, remain there! Don’t meddle with what doesn’t concern you. You’ve been brought to row, now row. And if you let your tongue wag, no good will come of it. Do you understand?”


    For one minute, the boat wavered and stopped. The oars stood still in the foaming water around them, and Gavrilo moved uneasily on his seat.


    “Row!”


    A fierce oath broke the stillness. Gavrilo bent to the oars. The boat, as though frightened, leaped ahead rapidly and nervously, noisily cutting the water.


    “Better than that!”


    Tchelkache had risen from the helm and, without letting go his oar, he fixed his cold eyes upon the pale face and trembling lips of Gavrilo. Sinuous and bending forward, he resembled a cat ready to jump. A furious grinding of teeth and rattling of bones could be heard.


    “Who goes there?”


    This imperious demand resounded over the sea.


    “The devil! Row, row! No noise! I’ll kill you, dog. Row, can’t you! One, two! Dare to cry out! I’ll tear you from limb to limb! . . .” hissed Tchelkache.


    “Oh, Holy Virgin,” murmured Gavrilo, trembling and exhausted.


    The boat turned, obedient to his touch; he pulled toward the harbor where the many-colored lanterns were grouped together and the tall masts were outlined against the sky.


    “Hey! Who calls?” was again asked. This time the voice was further away; Tchelkache felt relieved.


    “It’s you, yourself, friend, who calls!” said he, in the direction of the voice. Then, he turned to Gavrilo, who continued to murmur a prayer. “Yes, brother, you’re in luck. If those devils had pursued us, it would have been the end of you. Do you hear? I’d have soon sent you to the fishes.”


    Now that Tchelkache again spoke quietly and even good-naturedly,

    Gavrilo, still trembling with fear, begged him:


    
      
    


    “Listen, let me go! In the name of Christ, let me go. Set me down somewhere. Oh dear! oh, dear! I’m lost! For God’s sake, let me go. What do you want of me? I can’t do this, I’ve never done anything like it. It’s the first time, Lord! I’m lost! How did you manage, comrade, to get around me like this? Say? It’s a sin, you make me lose my soul! . . . Ah! what a piece of business!”


    “What business?” sternly questioned Tchelkache. “Speak, what business do you mean?”


    The lad’s terror amused him; he also enjoyed the sensation of being able to provoke such fear.


    “Dark transactions, brother. . . Let me go, for the love of Heaven.

    What am I to you? Friend . . .”


    
      
    


    “Be quiet! If I hadn’t needed you, I shouldn’t have brought you! Do you understand? Eh! Well, be quiet!”


    “Oh, Lord!” sobbed Gavrilo.


    “Enough!”


    Gavrilo could no longer control himself and his breath came in broken and painful gasps; he wept and moved restlessly about on his seat, but rowed hard, in despair. The boat sped ahead like an arrow. Again the black hulls of the ships arose before them, and the boat, turning like a top in the narrow channels that separated them, was soon lost among them.


    “Hey! You, listen: If anyone speaks to us, keep still, if you value your skin. Do you understand?”


    “Alas!” hopelessly sighed Gavrilo, in response to this stern command, and he added: “It was my lot to be lost!”


    “Stop howling!” whispered Tchelkache.


    These words completely robbed Gavrilo of all understanding and he remained crushed under the chill presentiment of some misfortune. He mechanically dipped his oars and sending them back and forth through the water in an even and steady stroke did not lift his eyes again.


    The slumbering murmur of the waves was gloomy and fearsome. Here is the harbor. . . From behind its stone wall, comes the sound of human voices, the plashing of water, singing and shrill whistling.”


    “Stop!” whispered Tchelkache.


    “Drop the oars! Lean your hands against the wall! Softly, devil!”


    Gavrilo caught hold of the slippery stone and guided the boat along the wall. He advanced noiselessly, just grazing the slimy moss of the stone.


    “Stop, give me the oars! Give them here! And your passport, where have you put it? In your bag! Give me the bag! Quicker! . . . That, my friend, is so that you’ll not run away. . . Now I hold you. Without oars you could have made off just the same, but, without a passport you’ll not dare. Wait! And remember that if you so much as breathe a word I’ll catch you, even though at the bottom of the sea.”


    Suddenly, catching hold of something, Tchelkache rose in the air; he disappeared over the wall.


    Gavrilo shuddered. . . It had been so quickly done! He felt that the cursed weight and fear that he experienced in the presence of this moustached and lean bandit had, as it were, slipped off and rolled away from him. Could he escape, now? Breathing freely, he looked around him. On the left rose a black hull without masts, like an immense empty, deserted coffin. The waves beating against its sides awakened heavy echoes therein, resembling long-drawn sighs. On the right, stretched the damp wall of the quay, like a cold heavy serpent. Behind were visible black skeletons, and in front, in the space between the wall and the coffin, was the sea, silent and deserted, with black clouds hanging over it. These clouds were slowly advancing, their enormous, heavy masses, terrifying in the darkness, ready to crush man with their weight. All was cold, black and of evil omen. Gavrilo was afraid. This fear was greater than that imposed on him by Tchelkache; it clasped Gavrilo’s breast in a tight embrace, squeezed him to a helpless mass and riveted him to the boat’s bench.


    Perfect silence reigned. Not a sound, save the sighs of the seas; it seemed as though this silence was about to be suddenly broken by some frightful, furious explosion of sound that would shake the sea to its depths, tear apart the dark masses of clouds floating over the sky and bury under the waves all those black craft. The clouds crawled over the sky as slowly and as wearily as before, but the sea gradually emerged from under them, and one might fancy, looking at the sky, that it was also a sea, but an angry sea overhanging a peaceful, sleeping one. The clouds resembled waves whose gray crests touched the earth; they resembled abysses hollowed by the wind between the waves and nascent billows not yet covered with the green foam of fury.


    Gavrilo was oppressed by this dark calm and beauty; he realized that he desired his master’s return. But he did not come! The time passed slowly, more slowly than crawled the clouds up in the sky. . . And the length of time augmented the agony of the silence. But just now behind the wall, the plashing of water was heard, then a rustling, and something like a whisper. Gavrilo was half dead from fright.


    “Hey, there! Are you asleep? Take this! Softly!” said Tchelkache’s hoarse voice.


    From the wall descended a solid, square, heavy object. Gavrilo put it in the boat, then another one like it. Across the wall stretched Tchelkache’s long figure. The oars reappeared mysteriously, then Gavrilo’s bag fell at his feet and Tchelkache out of breath seated himself at the tiller.


    Gavrilo looked at him with a timid and glad smile.


    “Are you tired?” said he.


    “A little, naturally, simpleton! Row firm, with all your might. You have a pretty profit, brother! The affair is half done, now there only remains to pass unseen under the eyes of those devils, and then you’ll receive your money and fly to your Machka. . . You have a Machka, say, little one?”


    “N-no!”


    Gavrilo did not spare himself; his breast worked like a bellows and his arms like steel springs. The water foamed under the boat and the blue trail that followed in the wake of the stern had become wider. Gavrilo was bathed in perspiration, but he continued to row with all his strength. After twice experiencing the fright that he had on this night, he dreaded a repetition of it and had only one desire: to finish this accursed task as soon as possible, regain the land, and flee from this man before he should be killed by him or imprisoned on account of his misdeeds. He resolved not to speak to him, not to contradict him in anything, to execute all his commands and if he succeeded in freeing himself from him unmolested, to sing a Te Deum to Saint Nicholas. An earnest prayer was on his lips. But he controlled himself, puffed like a steamboat, and in silence cast furtive glances at Tchelkache.


    The other, bending his long, lean body forward, like a bird poising for flight, gazed ahead into the darkness with his hawk’s eyes. Turning his fierce, aquiline nose from side to side, he held the tiller with one hand and with the other tugged at his moustache which by a constant trembling betrayed the quiet smile on the thin lips. Tchelkache was pleased with his success, with himself and with this lad, whom he had terrified into becoming his slave. He enjoyed in advance to-morrow’s feast and now he rejoiced in his strength and the subjection of this young, untried boy. He saw him toil; he took pity on him and tried to encourage him.


    “Hey! Say there!” he asked softly. “Were you very much afraid?”


    “It doesn’t matter!” sighed Gavrilo, coughing.


    “You needn’t keep on rowing so hard. It’s ended, now. There’s only one more bad place to pass. . . Rest yourself.”


    Gavrilo stopped docilely, wiped the perspiration from his face with the sleeve of his blouse and again dipped the oars in the water.


    “That’s right, row more gently. So that the water tells no tales. There’s a channel to cross. Softly, softly. Here, brother, are serious people. They are quite capable of amusing themselves with a gun, They could raise a fine lump on your forehead before you’d have time to cry out.”


    The boat glided over the water almost without sound. Blue drops fell from the oars and when they touched the sea there flamed up for an instant a little blue spot. The night was growing darker and more silent. The sky no longer resembled a rough sea; the clouds extended over its surface, forming a thick, even curtain, hanging motionless above the ocean. The sea was calmer and blacker, its warm and salty odor was stronger and it did not appear as vast as before.


    “Oh! if it would only rain!” murmured Tchelkache; “we would be hidden by a curtain.”


    On the right and left of the boat, the motionless, melancholy, black hulls of ships emerged from the equally black water. A light moved to and fro on one; someone was walking with a lantern. The sea, caressing their sides, seemed to dully implore them while they responded by a cold, rumbling echo, as though they were disputing and refusing to yield.


    “The custom-house,” whispered Tchelkache.


    From the moment that he had ordered Gavrilo to row slowly, the lad had again experienced a feeling of feverish expectation. He leaned forward, toward the darkness and it seemed to him that he was growing larger; his bones and veins stretched painfully; his head, filled with one thought, ached; the skin on his back shivered and in his legs were pricking sensations as though small sharp, cold needles were being thrust into them. His eyes smarted from having gazed too long into the darkness out of which he expected to see someone rise up and cry out: “Stop thieves!”


    When Tchelkache murmured: “the custom-house!” Gavrilo started: he was consumed by a sharp, burning thought; his nerves were wrought up to the highest pitch; he wanted to cry out, to call for help, he had already opened his mouth and straightened himself up on the seat. He thrust forward his chest, drew a long breath, and again opened his mouth; but suddenly, overcome by sharp fear, he closed his eyes and fell from his seat.


    Ahead of the boat, far off on the horizon, an immense, flaming blue sword sprang up from the black water. It rose, cleaved the darkness; its blade flashed across the clouds and illumined the surface of the sea with a broad blue hand. In this luminous ray stood out the black, silent ships, hitherto invisible. It seemed as though they had been waiting at the bottom of the sea, whither they had been dragged by an irresistible tempest, and that now they arose in obedience to the sword of fire to which the sea had given birth. They had ascended to contemplate the sky and all that was above the water. The rigging clinging to the mast seemed like seaweed that had left the water with these black giants, covering them with their meshes. Then the wonderful blue sword again arose in the air, cleaved the night and descended in a different place. Again, on the spot where it rested, appeared the skeletons of ships until then invisible.


    Tchelkache’s boat stopped and rocked on the water as though hesitating. Gavrilo lay flat on the bottom of the boat, covering his face with his hands, and Tchelkache prodded him with his oar, hissing furiously, but quite low.


    “Idiot, that’s the custom-house cruiser. The electric lantern! Get up, row with all your might! They’ll throw the light upon us! You’ll ruin us, devil, both of us!”


    When the sharp edge of the oar had been brought down once more, harder this time, on Gavrilo’s back, he arose and, not daring to open his eyes, resumed his seat and feeling for the oars, sent the boat ahead.


    “Softly, or I’ll kill you! Softly! Imbecile, may the devil take you! What are you afraid of? Say? A lantern and a mirror. That’s all! Softly with those oars, miserable wretch! They incline the mirror at will and light the sea to find out if any folks like us are roving over it. They’re on the watch for smugglers. We’re out of reach; they’re too far away, now. Don’t be afraid, boy, we’re safe! Now, we. . .”


    Tchelkache looked around him triumphantly.


    “Yes, we’re safe. Out! You were in luck, you worthless stick!”


    Gavrilo rowed in silence; breathing heavily, he cast sidelong glances at the spot where still rose and fell the sword of fire. He could not believe that it was only, as Tchelkache said, a lantern with a reflector. The cold, blue light, cutting the darkness, awoke silver reflections upon the sea; there seemed something mysterious about it, and Gavrilo again felt his faculties benumbed with fear. The presentiment of some misfortune oppressed him a second time. He rowed like a machine, bent his shoulders as though expecting a blow to descend and felt himself void of every desire, and without soul. The emotions of that night had consumed all that was human in him.


    Tchelkache was more triumphant than ever: his success was complete! His nerves, accustomed to shocks, were already calmed. His lips trembled and his eyes shone with an eager light. He felt strong and well, whistled softly, inhaled long breaths of the salt sea air, glanced about from right to left and smiled good-naturedly when his eyes fell upon Gavrilo.


    A light breeze set a thousand little waves to dancing. The clouds became thinner and more transparent although still covering the sky. The wind swept lightly and freely over the entire surface of the sea, but the clouds remained motionless, and seemed to be plunged in a dull, gray reverie.


    “Come, brother, wake up, it’s time! Your soul seems to have been shaken out of your skin; there’s nothing left but a bag of bones. My dear fellow! We have hold of the good end, eh?”


    Gavrilo was glad to hear a human voice, even though it was that of

    Tchelkache.


    
      
    


    “I know it,” said he, very low.


    “That’s right, little man! Take the tiller, I’ll row; You’re tired, aren’t you?”


    Gavrilo mechanically changed places, and when Tchelkache saw that he staggered, he pitied him more still and patted him on the shoulder,


    “Don’t be afraid! You’ve made a good thing out of it. I’ll pay you well. Would you like to have twenty-five rubles, eh?”


    “I — I don’t need anything. All I ask is to reach land!”


    Tchelkache removed his hand, spat and began to row; his long arms sent the oars far back of him.


    The sea had awakened. It sported with its tiny waves, brought them forth, adorned them with a fringe of foam, tumbled them over each other and broke them into spray. The foam as it melted sighed and the air was filled with harmonious sounds and the plashing of water. The darkness seemed to be alive.


    “Well! tell me . . .” began Tchelkache. “You’ll return to the village, you’ll marry, you’ll set to work to plough and sow, your wife’ll present you with many children, you’ll not have enough bread and you’ll just manage to keep soul and body together all your life! So . . . is it such a pleasant prospect?”


    “What pleasure can there be in that?” timidly and shudderingly replied

    Gavrilo. “What can one do?”


    
      
    


    Here and there, the clouds were rent by the wind and, through the spaces, the cold sky studded with a few stars looked down. Reflected by the joyous sea, these stars leaped upon the waves, now disappearing, now shining brightly.


    “More to the left!” said Tchelkache. “We shall soon be there, Yes! . . . it is ended. We’ve done a good stroke of work. In a single night, you understand — five hundred rubles gained! Isn’t that doing well, say?”


    “Five hundred rubles!” repeated Gavrilo, distrustfully, but he was immediately seized with fright and quickly asked, kicking the bales at the bottom of the boat: “What are those things?”


    “That’s silk. A very dear thing. If it were to be sold for its real value, it would bring a thousand rubles. But I don’t raise the price . . . clever that, eh?”


    “Is it possible?” asked Gavrilo. “If I only had as much!”


    He sighed at the thought of the country, of his miserable life, his toil, his mother and all those far-distant and dear things for which he had gone away to work, and for which he had suffered so much that night. A wave of memory swept over him: he saw his village on a hill-side with the river at the bottom, hidden by birches, willows, mountain-ash and wild cherry trees. The picture breathed some life in him and gave him a little strength.


    “Oh, Lord, how much good it would do!” he sighed, sadly.


    “Yes! I imagine that you’d very quickly board the train and — good-evening! Oh, how the girls would love you, yonder, in the village! You could have your pick. You could have a new house built. But for a new house, there might not be enough . . .”


    “That’s true. A house, no; wood is very dear with us.”


    “Never mind, you could have the one that you have repaired. Do you own a horse?”


    “A horse? Yes, there’s one, but he’s very old!”


    “Then a horse, a good horse! A cow . . . sheep . . . poultry . . . eh?”


    “Why do you say that? If only! . . . Ah! Lord, how I might enjoy life.”


    “Yes, brother, life under those circumstances would not be bad . . . I, too, I know a little about such things. I also have a nest belonging to me. My father was one of the richest peasants of his village.”


    Tchelkache rowed slowly. The boat danced upon the waves which beat against its sides; it scarcely advanced over the somber sea, now disporting itself harder than ever. The two men dreamed, rocked upon the water and gazing vaguely around them. Tchelkache had spoken to Gavrilo of his village with the purpose of quieting him and helping him to recover from his emotion. He at first spoke with a sceptical smile hidden under his moustache, but as he talked and recalled the joys of country life, in regard to which he himself had long since been disabused, and that he had forgotten until this moment, he became carried away, and instead of talking to the lad, he began unconsciously to harangue:


    “The essential part of the life of a peasant, brother, is liberty. You must be your own master. You own your house: it is not worth much, but it belongs to you. You possess a piece of ground, a little corner, perhaps, but it is yours. Your chickens, eggs, apples are yours. You are a king upon the earth. Then you must be methodical. . . As soon as you are up in the morning, you must go to work. In the spring it is one thing, in the summer another, in the autumn and winter still another. From wherever you may be you always return to your home. There is warmth, rest! . . . You are a king, are you not?”


    Tchelkache had waxed enthusiastic over this long enumeration of the privileges and rights of the peasant, forgetting only to speak of his duties.


    Gavrilo looked at him with curiosity, and was also aroused to enthusiasm. He had already had time in the course of this conversation to forget with whom he was dealing; he saw before him only a peasant like himself, attached to the earth by labor, by several generations of laborers, by memories of childhood, but who had voluntarily withdrawn from it and its cares and who was now suffering the punishment of his ill-advised act.


    “Yes, comrade, that’s true! Oh! how true that is! See now, take your case, for instance: what are you now, without land? Ah! friend, the earth is like a mother: one doesn’t forget it long.”


    Tchelkache came to himself. He felt within him that burning sensation that always seized upon him when his self-love as a dashing devil-may-care fellow was wounded, especially when the offender was of no account in his eyes.


    “There he goes again!” he exclaimed fiercely. “You imagine, I suppose that I’m speaking seriously. I’m worth more than that, let me tell you!”


    “Why, you funny fellow!” replied Gavrilo, again intimidated, “am I speaking of you? There are a great many like you! My God, how many unfortunate persons, vagabonds there are on the earth!”


    “Take the oars again, dolt!” commanded Tchelkache shortly, restraining himself from pouring forth a string of fierce oaths that rose in his throat.


    They again changed places. Tchelkache, while clambering over the bales to return to the helm, experienced a sharp desire to give Gavrilo a good blow that would send him overboard, and, at the same time, he could not muster strength to look him in the face.


    The short conversation was ended; but now Gavrilo’s silence even savored to Tchelkache of the village. He was lost in thoughts of the past and forgot to steer his boat; the waves had turned it and it was now going out to sea. They seemed to understand that this boat had no aim, and they played with it and lightly tossed it, while their blue fires flamed up under the oars. Before Tchelkache’s inward vision, was rapidly unfolded a series of pictures of the past — that far distant past separated from the present by a wall of eleven years of vagrancy. He saw himself again a child, in the village, he saw his mother, red-cheeked, fat, with kind gray eyes, — his father, a giant with a tawny beard and stern countenance, — himself betrothed to Amphissa, black-eyed with a long braid down her back, plump, easy-going, gay. . . And then, himself, a handsome soldier of the guard; later, his father, gray and bent by work, and his mother, wrinkled and bowed. What a merry-making there was at the village when he had returned after the expiration of his service! How proud the father was of his Gregori, the moustached, broad-shouldered soldier, the cock of the village! Memory, that scourge of the unfortunate, brings to life even the stones of the past, and, even to the poison, drunk in former days, adds drops of honey; and all this only to kill man by the consciousness of his faults, and to destroy in his soul all faith in the future by causing him to love the past too well.


    Tchelkache was enveloped in a peaceful whiff of natal air that was wafting toward him the sweet words of his mother, the sage counsel of his father, the stern peasant, and many forgotten sounds and savory odors of the earth, frozen as in the springtime, or freshly ploughed, or lastly, covered with young wheat, silky, and green as an emerald. . . Then he felt himself a pitiable, solitary being, gone astray, without attachments and an outcast from the life where the blood in his veins had been formed.


    “Hey! Where are we going?” suddenly asked Gavrilo.


    Tchelkache started and turned around with the uneasy glance of a wild beast.


    “Oh! the devil! Never mind. . . Row more cautiously. . . We’re almost there.”


    “Were you dreaming?” asked Gavrilo, smiling.


    Tchelkache looked searchingly at him. The lad was entirely himself again; calm, gay, he even seemed complacent. He was very young, all his life was before him. That was bad! But perhaps the soil would retain him. At this thought, Tchelkache grew sad again, and growled out in reply:


    “I’m tired! . . . and the boat rocks!”


    “Of course it rocks! So, now, there’s no danger of being caught with this?”


    Gavrilo kicked the bales.


    “No, be quiet. I’m going to deliver them at once and receive the money. Yes!”


    “Five hundred?”


    “Not less, probably. . .”


    “It’s a lot! If I had it, poor beggar that I am, I’d soon let it be known.”


    “At the village? . . .”


    “Sure! without delay. . .”


    Gavrilo let himself be carried away by his imagination. Tchelkache appeared crushed. His moustache hung down straight; his right side was all wet from the waves, his eyes were sunken in his head and without life. He was a pitiful and dull object. His likeness to a bird of prey had disappeared; self-abasement appeared in the very folds of his dirty blouse.


    “I’m tired, worn out!”


    “We are landing. . . Here we are.”


    Tchelkache abruptly turned the boat and guided it toward something black that arose from the water.


    The sky was covered with clouds, and a fine, drizzling rain began to fall, pattering joyously on the crests of the waves.


    “Stop! . . . Softly!” ordered Tchelkache.


    The bow of the boat hit the hull of a vessel.


    “Are the devils sleeping?” growled Tchelkache, catching the ropes hanging over the side with his boat-hook. “The ladder isn’t lowered. In this rain, besides. . . It couldn’t have rained before! Eh! You vermin, there! Eh!”


    “Is that you Selkache?” came softly from above.


    “Lower the ladder, will you!”


    “Good-day, Selkache.”


    “Lower the ladder, smoky devil!” roared Tchelkache.


    “Oh! Isn’t he ill-natured to-day. . . Eh! Oh!”


    “Go up, Gavrilo!” commanded Tchelkache to his companion.


    In a moment they were on the deck, where three dark and bearded individuals were looking over the side at Tchelkache’s boat and talking animatedly in a strange and harsh language. A fourth, clad in a long gown, advanced toward Tchelkache, shook his hand in silence and cast a suspicious glance at Gavrilo.


    “Get the money ready for to-morrow morning,” briefly said Tchelkache.

    “I’m going to sleep, now. Come Gavrilo. Are you hungry?”


    
      
    


    “I’m sleepy,” replied Gavrilo,


    In five minutes, he was snoring on the dirty deck; Tchelkache sitting beside him, was trying on an old boot that he found lying there. He softly whistled, animated both by sorrow and anger. Then he lay down beside Gavrilo, without removing the boot from his foot, and putting his hands under the back of his neck he carefully examined the deck, working his lips the while.


    The boat rocked joyously on the water; the sound of wood creaking dismally was heard, the rain fell softly on the deck, the waves beat against the sides. Everything resounded sadly like the lullaby of a mother who has lost all hope for the happiness of her son.


    Tchelkache, with parted lips, raised his head and gazed around him . . . and murmuring a few words, lay down again.


    * * * * *


    
      
    


    He was the first to awaken, starting up uneasily; then suddenly quieting down he looked at Gavrilo, who was still sleeping. The lad was smiling in his sleep, his round, sun-burned face irradiated with joy.


    Tchelkache sighed and climbed up a narrow rope ladder. The opening of the trap-door framed a piece of leaden sky. It was daylight, but the autumn weather was gray and gloomy.


    It was two hours before Tchelkache reappeared. His face was red, his moustache curled fiercely upward; his eyes beamed with gaiety and good-nature. He wore high, thick boots, a coat and leather trowsers; he looked like a hunter. His costume, which, although a little worn, was still in good condition and fitted him well, made him appear broader, concealed his too angular lines and gave him a martial air.


    “Hey! Youngster, get up!” said he touching Gavrilo with his foot.


    The last named started up, and not recognizing him just at first, gazed at him vacantly. Tchelkache burst out laughing.


    “How you’re gotten up! . . .” finally exclaimed Gavrilo, smiling broadly. “You are a gentleman!”


    “We do that quickly here! What a coward you are! Dear, dear! How many times did you make up your mind to die last night, eh? Say. . .”


    “But you see, it’s the first time I’ve ever done anything like this!

    One might lose his soul for the rest of his days!”


    
      
    


    “Would you be willing to go again?”


    “Again? I must know first what there would be in it for me.”


    “Two hundred.”


    “Two hundred, you say? Yes I’d go.”


    “Stop! . . . And your soul?”


    “Perhaps I shouldn’t lose it!” said Gavrilo, smiling. “And then one would be a man for the rest of his days!”


    Tchelkache burst out laughing. “That’s right, but we’ve joked long enough! Let us row to the shore. Get ready.”


    “I? Why I’m ready. . .”


    They again took their places in the boat. Tchelkache at the helm,

    Gavrilo rowing.


    
      
    


    The gray sky was covered with clouds; the troubled, green sea, played with their craft, tossing it on its still tiny waves that broke over it in a shower of clear, salt drops. Far off, before the prow of the boat, appeared the yellow line of the sandy beach; back of the stern was the free and joyous sea, all furrowed by the troops of waves that ran up and down, already decked in their superb fringe of foam. In the far distance, ships were rocking on the bosom of the sea and, on the left, was a whole forest of masts mingled with the white masses of the houses of the town. Prom there, a dull murmur is borne out to sea and blending with the sound of the waves swelled into rapturous music. Over all stretched a thin veil of mist, widening the distance between the different objects.


    “Eh! It’ll be rough to-night!” said Tchelkache, nodding his head in the direction of the sea.


    “A storm?” asked Gavrilo. He was rowing hard. He was drenched from head to foot by the drops blown by the wind.


    “Ehe!” affirmed Tchelkache.


    Gavrilo looked at him curiously.


    “How much did they give you?” he asked at last, seeing that Tchelkache was not disposed to talk.


    “See!” said Tchelkache. He held out toward Gavrilo something that he drew from his pocket.


    Gavrilo saw the variegated banknotes, and they assumed in his eyes all the colors of the rainbow.


    “Oh! And I thought you were boasting! How much?”


    “Five hundred and forty! Isn’t that a good haul?”


    “Certain!” murmured Gavrilo, following with greedy eyes the five hundred and forty roubles as they again disappeared in the pocket. “Ah! If it was only mine!” He sighed dejectedly.


    “We’ll have a lark, little one!” enthusiastically exclaimed Tchelkache!

    “Have no fear: I’ll pay you, brother. I’ll give you forty rubles! Eh?

    Are you pleased? Do you want your money now?”


    
      
    


    “If you don’t mind. Yes, I’ll accept it!”


    Gavrilo trembled with anticipation; a sharp, burning pain oppressed his breast.


    “Ha! ha! ha! Little devil! You’ll accept it? Take it, brother, I beg of you! I implore you, take it! I don’t know where to put all this money; relieve me, here!”


    Tchelkache handed Gavrilo several ten ruble notes. The other took them with a shaking hand, dropped the oars and proceeded to conceal his booty in his blouse, screwing up his eyes greedily, and breathing noisily as though he were drinking something hot. Tchelkache regarded him ironically. Gavrilo seized the oars; he rowed in nervous haste, his eyes lowered, as though he were afraid. His shoulders shook.


    “My God, how greedy you are! That’s bad. Besides, for a peasant. . .”


    “Just think of what one can do with money!” exclaimed Gavrilo, passionately. He began to talk brokenly and rapidly, as though pursuing an idea, and seizing the words on the wing, of life in the country with and without money. “Respect, ease, liberty, gaiety. . .”


    Tchelkache listened attentively with a serious countenance and inscrutable eyes. Occasionally, he smiled in a pleased manner.


    “Here we are!” he said at last.


    A wave seized hold of the boat and landed it high on the sand.


    “Ended, ended, quite ended! We must draw the boat up farther, so that it will be out of reach of the tide. They will come after it. And, now, good-bye. The town is eight versts from here. You’ll return to town, eh?”


    Tchelkache’s face still beamed with a slily good-natured smile; he seemed to be planning something pleasant for himself and a surprise for Gavrilo. He put his hand in his pocket and rustled the bank-notes.


    “No, I’m not going. . . I. . .”


    Gavrilo stifled and choked. He was shaken by a storm of conflicting desires, words and feelings. He burned as though on fire.


    Tchelkache gazed at him with astonishment.


    “What’s the matter with you?” he asked.


    “Nothing.”


    But Gavrilo’s face grew red and then ashy pale. The lad moved his feet restlessly as though he would have thrown himself upon Tchelkache, or as though he were torn by Borne secret desire difficult to realize.


    His suppressed excitement moved Tchelkache to some apprehension. He wondered what form it would take in breaking out.


    Gavrilo gave a laugh, a strange laugh, like a sob. His head was bent, so that Tchelkache could not see the expression of his face; he could only perceive Gavrilo’s ears, by turns red and white.


    “Go to the devil!” exclaimed Tchelkache, motioning with his hand. “Are you in love with me? Say? Look at you mincing like a young girl. Are you distressed at leaving me? Eh! youngster, speak, or else I’m going!”


    “You’re going?” cried Gavrilo, in a sonorous voice. The deserted and sandy beach trembled at this cry, and the waves of sand brought by the waves of the sea seemed to shudder. Tchelkache also shuddered. Suddenly Gavrilo darted from his place, and throwing himself at Tchelkache’s feet, entwined his legs with his arms and drew him toward him. Tchelkache tottered, sat down heavily on the sand, and gritting his teeth, brandished his long arm and closed fist in the air. But before he had time to strike, he was stopped by the troubled and suppliant look of Gavrilo.


    “Friend! Give me . . . that money! Give it to me, in the name of Heaven. What need have you of it? It is the earnings of one night . . . a single night . . . And it would take me years to get as much as that. . . Give it to me. . . I’ll pray for you . . . all my life . . . in three churches . . . for the safety of your soul. You’ll throw it to the winds, and I’ll give it to the earth. Oh! give me that money. What will you do with it, say? Do you care about it as much as that? One night . . . and you are rich! Do a good deed! You are lost, you! . . . You’ll never come back again to the way, while I! . . . Ah! give it to me!”


    Tchelkache frightened, astonished and furious threw himself backward, still seated on the sand, and leaning on his two hands silently gazed at him, his eyes starting from their orbits; the lad leaned his head on his knees and gasped forth his supplications. Tchelkache finally pushed him away, jumped to his feet, and thrusting his hand into his pocket threw the multi-colored bills at Gavrilo.


    “There, dog, swallow them!” he cried trembling with mingled feelings of anger, pity and hate for this greedy slave. Now that he had thrown him the money, he felt himself a hero. His eyes, his whole person, beamed with conscious pride.


    “I meant to have given you more. I pitied you yesterday. I thought of the village. I said to myself: ‘I’ll help this boy.’ I was waiting to see what you’d do, whether you’d ask me or not. And now, see! tatterdemalion, beggar, that you are! . . . Is it right to work oneself up to such a state for money . . . to suffer like that? Imbeciles, greedy devils who forget . . . who would sell themselves for five kopeks, eh?”


    “Friend . . . Christ’s blessing on you! What is this? What? Thousands? . . . I’m a rich man, now!” screamed Gavrilo, in a frenzy of delight, hiding the money in his blouse. “Ah! dear man! I shall, never forget this! never! And I’ll beg my wife and children to pray for you.”


    Tchelkache listened to these cries of joy, gazed at this face, irradiated and disfigured by the passion of covetousness; he felt that he himself, the thief and vagabond, freed from all restraining influence, would never become so rapacious, so vile, so lost to all decency. Never would he sink so low as that! Lost in these reflections, which brought to him the consciousness of his liberty and his audacity, he remained beside Gavrilo on the lonely shore.


    “You have made me happy!” cried Gavrilo, seizing Tchelkache’s hand and laying it against his cheek.


    Tchelkache was silent and showed his teeth like a wolf. Gavrilo continued to pour out his heart.


    “What an idea that was of mine! We were rowing here . . . I saw the money . . . I said to myself:


    “Suppose I were to give him . . . give you . . . a blow with the oar . . . just one! The money would be mine; as for him, I’d throw him in the sea . . . you, you understand? Who would ever notice his disappearance? And if you were found, no inquest would be made: who, how, why had you been killed? You’re not the kind of man for whom any stir would be made! You’re of no use on the earth! Who would take your part? That’s the way it would be! Eh?”


    “Give back that money!” roared Tchelkache, seizing Gavrilo by the throat.


    Gavrilo struggled, once, twice . . . but Tchelkache’s other arm entwined itself like a serpent around him . . . a noise of tearing linen, — and Gavrilo slipped to the ground with bulging eyes, catching at the air with his hands and waving his legs. Tchelkache, erect, spare, like a wild beast, showed his teeth wickedly and laughed harshly, while his moustache worked nervously on his sharp, angular face. Never, in his whole life, had he been so deeply wounded, and never had his anger been so great.


    “Well! Are you happy, now?” asked he, still laughing, of Gavrilo, and turning his back to him, he walked away in the direction of the town.


    But he had hardly taken two steps when Gavrilo, crouching like a cat, threw a large, round stone at him, crying furiously:


    “O — one!”


    Tchelkache groaned, raised his hands to the back of his neck and stumbled forward, then turned toward Gavrilo and fell face downward on the sand. He moved a leg, tried to raise his head and stiffened, vibrating like a stretched cord. At this, Gavrilo began to run, to run far away, yonder, to where the shadow of that ragged cloud overhung the misty steppe. The murmuring waves, coursing over the sands, joined him and ran on and on, never stopping. The foam hissed, the spray flew through the air.


    The rain fell. Slight at first, it soon came down thickly, heavily and came from the sky in slender streams. They crossed, forming a net that soon shut off the distance on land and water. For a long time there was nothing to be seen but the rain and this long body lying on the sand beside the sea . . . But suddenly, behold Gavrilo coming from out the rain, running; he flew like a bird. He went up to Tchelkache, fell upon his knees before him, and tried to turn him over. His hand sank into a sticky liquid, warm and red. He trembled and drew back, pale and distracted.


    “Get up, brother!” he whispered amid the noise of the falling rain into the ear of Tchelkache.


    Tchelkache came to himself and, repulsing Gavrilo, said in a hoarse voice:


    “Go away!”


    “Forgive me, brother: I was tempted by the devil . . .” continued

    Gavrilo, trembling and kissing Tchelkache’s hand.


    
      
    


    “Go, go away!” growled the other.


    “Absolve my sin! Friend . . . forgive me!”


    “Go, go to the devil!” suddenly cried out Tchelkache, sitting up on the sand. His face was pale, threatening; his clouded eyes closed as though he were very sleepy . . . “What do you want, now? You’ve finished your business . . . go! Off with you!”


    He tried to kick Gavrilo, prostrated by grief, but failed, and would have fallen if Gavrilo hadn’t supported him with his shoulders. Tchelkache’s face was now on a level with Gavrilo’s. Both were pale, wretched and terrifying.


    “Fie!”


    Tchelkache spat in the wide opened eyes of his employe.


    The other humbly wiped them with his sleeve, and murmured:


    “Do what you will . . . I’ll not say one word. Pardon me, in the name of Heaven!”


    “Fool, you don’t even know how to steal!” cried Tchelkache, contemptuously. He tore his shirt under his waistcoat and, gritting his teeth in silence, began to bandage his head.


    “Have you taken the money?” he asked, at last.


    “I haven’t taken it, brother; I don’t want it! It brings bad luck!”


    Tchelkache thrust his hand into his waistcoat pocket, withdrew the package of bills, put one of them in his pocket and threw all the rest at Gavrilo.


    “Take that and be off!”


    “I cannot take it . . . I cannot! Forgive me!”


    “Take it, I tell you!” roared Tchelkache, rolling his eyes frightfully.


    “Pardon me! When you have forgiven me I’ll take it,” timidly said

    Gavrilo, falling on the wet sand at Tchelkache’s feet.


    
      
    


    “You lie, fool, you’ll take it at once!” said Tchelkache, confidently, and raising his head, by a painful effort, he thrust the money before his face. “Take it, take it! You haven’t worked for nothing! Don’t be ashamed of having failed to assassinate a man! No one will claim anyone like me. You’ll be thanked, on the contrary, when it’s learned what you’ve done. There, take it! No one’ll know what you’ve done and yet it deserves some reward! Here it is!”


    Gavrilo saw that Tchelkache was laughing, and he felt relieved. He held the money tightly in his hand.


    “Brother! Will you forgive me? Won’t you do it? Say?” he supplicated tearfully.


    “Little brother!” mimicked Tchelkache, rising on his tottering limbs. “Why should I pardon you? There’s no occasion for it. To-day it’s you, to-morrow it’ll be me . . .”


    “Ah! brother, brother!” sighed Gavrilo, sorrowfully, shaking his head.


    Tchelkache was standing before him, smiling strangely; the cloth wrapped around his head, gradually reddening, resembled a Turkish head-dress.


    The rain fell in torrents. The sea complained dully and the waves beat angrily against the beach.


    The two men were silent.


    “Good-bye!” said Tchelkache, with cold irony.


    He staggered, his legs trembled, and he carried his head oddly, as though he was afraid of losing it.


    “Pardon me, brother!” again repeated Gavrilo.


    “It’s nothing!” drily replied Tchelkache, as he supported his head with his left hand and gently pulled his moustache with his right.


    Gavrilo stood gazing after him until he had disappeared in the rain that still fell in fine, close drops, enveloping the steppe in a mist as impenetrable and gray as steel.


    Then Gavrilo took off his wet cap, made the sign of the cross, looked at the money pressed tightly in his hand and drew a long, deep sigh; he concealed his booty in his blouse and began to walk, taking long strides, in the opposite direction to that in which Tchelkache had gone.


    The sea thundered, threw great heavy waves upon the sand and broke them into foam and spray. The rain lashed the sea and land pitilessly; the wind roared. All the air around was filled with plaints, cries and dull sounds. The rain masked sea and sky. . .


    The rain and the breaking waves soon washed away the red spot where Tchelkache had been struck to the ground; they soon effaced his footprints and those of the lad on the sand, and the lonely beach was left without the slightest trace of the little drama that had been played between these two men.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    Malva


    
      
    


    The sea laughed.


    It trembled at the warm and light breath of the wind and became covered with tiny wrinkles that reflected the sun in blinding fashion and laughed at the sky with its thousands of silvery lips. In the deep space between sea and sky buzzed the deafening and joyous sound of the waves chasing each other on the flat beach of the sandy promontory. This noise and brilliancy of sunlight, reverberated a thousand times by the sea, mingled harmoniously in ceaseless and joyous agitation. The sky was glad to shine; the sea was happy to reflect the glorious light.


    The wind caressed the powerful and satin-like breast of the sea, the sun heated it with its rays and it sighed as if fatigued by these ardent caresses; it filled the burning air with the salty aroma of its emanations. The green waves, coursing up the yellow sand, threw on the beach the white foam of their luxurious crests which melted with a gentle murmur, and wet it.


    At intervals along the beach, scattered with shells and sea weed, were stakes of wood driven into the sand and on which hung fishing nets, drying and casting shadows as fine as cobwebs. A few large boats and a small one were drawn up beyond high-water mark, and the waves as they ran up towards them seemed as if they were calling to them. Gaffs, oars, coiled ropes, baskets and barrels lay about in disorder and amidst it all was a cabin built of yellow branches, bark and matting. Above the general chaos floated a red rag at the extremity of a tall mast.


    Under the shade of a boat lay Vassili Legostev, the watchman at this outpost of the Grebentchikov fishing grounds. Lying on his stomach, his head resting on his hands, he was gazing fixedly out to sea, where away in the distance danced a black spot. Vassili saw with satisfaction that it grew larger and was drawing nearer.


    Screwing up his eyes on account of the glare caused by the reflection on the water, he grunted with pleasure and content. Malva was coming. A few minutes more and she would be there, laughing so heartily as to strain every stitch of her well-filled bodice. She would throw her robust and gentle arms around him and kiss him, and in that rich sonorous voice that startles the sea gulls would give him the news of what was going on yonder. They would make a good fish soup together, and drink brandy as they chatted and caressed each other. That is how they spent every Sunday and holiday. And at daylight he would row her back over the sea in the sharp morning air. Malva, still nodding with sleep, would hold the tiller and he would watch her as he pulled. She was amusing at those times, funny and charming both, like a cat which had eaten well. Sometimes she would slip from her seat and roll herself up at the bottom of the boat like a ball.


    As Vassili watched the little black spot grow larger it seemed to him that Malva was not alone in the boat. Could Serejka have come along with her? Vassili moved heavily on the sand, sat up, shaded his eyes with his hands, and with a show of ill humor began to strain his eyes to see who was coming. No, the man rowing was not Serejka. He rows strong but clumsily. If Serejka were rowing Malva would not take the trouble to hold the rudder.


    “Hey there!” cried Vassili impatiently.


    The sea gulls halted in their flight and listened.


    “Hallo! Hallo!” came back from the boat. It was Malva’s sonorous voice.


    “Who’s with you?”


    A laugh replied to him.


    “Jade!” swore Vassili under his breath.


    He spat on the ground with vexation.


    He was puzzled. While he rolled a cigarette he examined the neck and back of the rower who was rapidly drawing nearer. The sound of the water when the oars struck it resounded in the still air, and the sand crunched under the watchman’s bare feet as he stamped about in his impatience.


    “Who’s with you?” he cried, when he could discern the familiar smile on Malva’s pretty plump face.


    “Wait. You’ll know him all right,” she replied laughing.


    The rower turned on his seat and, also laughing, looked at Vassili.


    The watchman frowned. It seemed to him that he knew the fellow.


    “Pull harder!” commanded Malva.


    The stroke was so vigorous that the boat was carried up the beach on a wave, fell over on one side and then righted itself while the wave rolled back laughing into the sea. The rower jumped out on the beach, and going up to Vassili said:


    “How are you, father?”


    “Iakov!” cried Vassili, more surprised than pleased.


    They embraced three times. Afterwards Vassili’s stupor became mingled with both joy and uneasiness. The watchman stroked his blond beard with one hand and with the other gesticulated:


    “I knew something was up; my heart told me so. So it was you! I kept asking myself if it was Serejka. But I saw it was not Serejka. How did you come here?”


    Vassili would have liked to look at Malva, but his son’s rollicking eyes were upon him and he did not dare. The pride he felt at having a son so strong and handsome struggled in him with the embarrassment caused by the presence of Malva. He shuffled about and kept asking Iakov one question after another, often without waiting for a reply. His head felt awhirl, and he felt particularly uneasy when he heard Malva say in a mocking tone.


    “Don’t skip about — for joy. Take him to the cabin and give him something to eat.”


    The father examined his son from head to foot. On the latter’s lips hovered that cunning smile Vassili knew so well. Malva turned her green eyes from the father to the son and munched melon seeds between her small white teeth. Iakov smiled and for a few seconds, which were painful to Vassili, all three were silent.


    “I’ll come back in a moment,” said Vassili suddenly going towards the cabin. “Don’t stay there in the sun, I’m going to fetch some water. We’ll make some soup. I’ll give you some fish soup, Iakov.”


    He seized a saucepan that was lying on the ground and disappeared behind the fishing nets.


    Malva and the peasant followed him.


    “Well, my fine young fellow, I brought you to your father, didn’t I?” said Malva, brushing up against Iakov’s robust figure.


    He turned towards her his face framed in its curled blond beard, and with a brilliant gleam in his eyes said:


    “Yes, here we are — It’s fine here, isn’t it? What a stretch of sea!”


    “The sea is great. Has the old man changed much?”


    “No, not much. I expected to find him more grey. He’s still pretty solid.”


    “How long is it since you saw him?”


    “About five years. I was nearly seventeen when he left the village.”


    They entered the cabin, the air of which was suffocating from the heat and the odor of cooking fish. They sat down. Between them there was a roughly-hewn oak table. They looked at each other for a long time without speaking.


    “So you want to work here?” said Malva at last.


    “I don’t know. If I find something, I’ll work.”


    “You’ll find work,” replied Malva with assurance, examining him critically with her green eyes.


    He paid no attention to her, and with his sleeve wiped away the perspiration that covered his face.


    She suddenly began to laugh.


    “Your mother probably sent messages for your father by you?”


    Iakov gave a shrug of ill humor and replied:


    “Of course. What if she did?”


    “Oh, nothing.”


    And she laughed the louder.


    Her laugh displeased Iakov. He paid no attention to her and thought of his mother’s instructions. When she accompanied him to the end of the village she had said quickly, blinking her eyes:


    “In Christ’s name, Iakov say to him: ‘Father, mother is alone yonder. Five years have gone by and she is always alone. She is getting old.’ Tell him that, Iakov, my little Iakov, for the love of God. Mother will soon be an old woman. She’s always alone, always at work. In Christ’s name, tell him that.”


    And she had wept silently, hiding her face in her apron.


    Iakov had not pitied her then, but he did now. And his face took on a hard expression before Malva, as if he were about to abuse her.


    “Here I am!” cried Vassili, bursting in on them with a wriggling fish in one hand and a knife in the other.


    He had not got over his uneasiness, but had succeeded in dissimulating it deep within him. Now he looked at his guests with serenity and good nature; only his manner was more agitated than usual.


    “I’ll make a bit of a fire in a minute, and we’ll talk. Why, Iakov, what a fine fellow you’ve grown!”


    Again he disappeared.


    Malva went on munching her melon seeds. She stared familiarly at Iakov. He tried not to meet her eyes, although he would have liked to, and he thought to himself:


    “Life must come easy here. People seem to eat as much as they want to.

    How strong she is and father, too!”


    
      
    


    Then intimidated by the silence, he said aloud:


    “I forgot my bag in the boat. I’ll go and get it.”


    Iakov rose leisurely and went out. Vassili appeared a moment later. He bent down towards Malva and said rapidly with anger:


    “What did you want to bring him for? What shall I tell him about you?”


    “What’s that to me? Am I afraid of him? Or of you?” she asked, closing her green eyes with disdain. Then she laughed: “How you went on when you saw him. It was so funny!”


    “Funny, eh?”


    The sand crunched under Iakov’s steps and they had to suspend their conversation. Iakov had brought a bag which he threw into a corner. He cast a hostile look at the young woman.


    She went on munching her seeds. Vassili, seating himself on the woodbin, said with a forced smile:


    “What made you think of coming?”


    “Why, I just came. We wrote you.”


    “When? I haven’t received any letter.”


    “Really? We wrote often.”


    “The letter must have got lost,” said Vassili regretfully. “It always does when it’s important.”


    “So you don’t know how things are at home?” asked Iakov, suspiciously.


    “How should I know? I received no letter.”


    Then Iakov told him that the horse was dead, that all the corn had been eaten before the beginning of February, and that he himself had been unable to find any work. Hay was also short, and the cow had almost perished from hunger. They had managed as best they could until April and then they decided that Iakov should join the father far away and work three months with him. That is what they had written. Then they sold three sheep, bought flour and hay and Iakov had started.


    “How is that possible?” cried Vassali. “I sent you some money.”


    “Your money didn’t go far. We repaired the cottage, we had to marry sister off and I bought a plough. You know five years is a long time.”


    “Hum,” said Vassili, “wasn’t it enough? What a tale of woe! Ah, there’s my soup boiling over!”


    He rose and stooping before the fire on which was the saucepan, Vassili meditated while throwing the scum into the flame. Nothing in his son’s recital had touched him particularly, and he felt irritated against his wife and Iakov. He had sent them a great deal of money during the last five years, and yet they had not been able to manage. If Malva had not been present he would have told his son what he thought about it. Iakov was smart enough to leave the village on his own responsibility and without the father’s permission, but he had not been able to get a living out of the soil. Vassili sighed as he stirred the soup, and as he watched the blue flames he thought of his son and Malva. Henceforward, he thought, his life would be less agreeable, less free. Iakov had surely guessed what Malva was.


    Meanwhile Malva, in the cabin, was trying to arouse the rustic with her bold eyes.


    “Perhaps you left a girl in the village?” she asked suddenly.


    “Perhaps,” he responded surlily.


    Inwardly he was abusing Malva.


    “Is she pretty?” she asked with indifference.


    Iakov made no reply.


    “Why don’t you answer? Is she better looking than I, or no?”


    He looked at her in spite of himself. Her cheeks were sunburnt and plump, her lips red and tempting and now, parted in a malicious smile, showing the white even teeth, they seemed to tremble. Her bust was full and firm under a pink cotton waist that set off to advantage her trim waist and well-rounded arms. But he did not like her green and cynical eyes.


    “Why do you talk like that?” he asked.


    He sighed without reason and spoke in a beseeching tone, yet he wanted to speak brutally to her.


    “How shall I talk?” she asked laughing.


    “There you are, laughing — at what?”


    “At you — .”


    “What have I done to you?” he said with irritation. And once more he lowered his eyes under her gaze.


    She made no reply.


    Iakov understood her relations towards his father perfectly well and that prevented him from expressing himself freely. He was not surprised. It would have been difficult for a man like his father to have been long without a companion.


    “The soup is ready,” announced Vassili, at the threshold of the cabin.

    “Get the spoons, Malva.”


    
      
    


    When she found the spoons she said she must go down to the sea to wash them.


    The father and son watched her as she ran down the sands and both were silent.


    “Where did you meet her?” asked Vassili, finally.


    “I went to get news of you at the office. She was there. She said to me: ‘Why go on foot along the sand? Come in the boat. I’m going there.’ And so we started.”


    “And — what do you think of her?”


    “Not bad,” said Iakov, vaguely, blinking his eyes.


    “What could I do?” asked Vassili. “I tried at first. But it was impossible. She mends my clothes and so on. Besides it’s as easy to escape from death as from a woman when once she’s after you.”


    “What’s it to me?” said Iakov. “It’s your affair. I’m not your judge.”


    Malva now returned with the spoons, and they sat down to dinner. They ate without talking, sucking the bones noisily and spitting them out on the sand, near the door. Iakov literally devoured his food, which seemed to please Malva vastly; she watched with tender interest his sunburnt cheeks extend and his thick humid lips moving quickly. Vassili was not hungry. He tried, however, to appear absorbed in the meal so as to be able to watch Malva and Iakov at his ease.


    After awhile, when Iakov had eaten his fill he said he was sleepy.


    “Lie down here,” said Vassili. “We’ll wake you up.”


    “I’m willing,” said Iakov, sinking down on a coil of rope. “And what will you do?”


    Embarrassed by his son’s smile, Vassili left the cabin hastily, Malva frowned and replied to Iakov:


    “What’s that to you? Learn to mind your own business, my lad.”


    Then she went out.


    Iakov turned over and went to sleep.


    Vassili had fixed three stakes in the sand, and with a piece of matting had rigged up a shelter from the sun. Then he lay down flat on his back and contemplated the sky. When Malva came up and dropped on the sand by his side he turned towards her with vexation plainly written on his face.


    “Well, old man,” she said laughing, “you don’t seem pleased to see your son.”


    “He mocks me. And why? Because of you,” replied Vassili testily.


    “Oh, I am sorry. What can we do? I mustn’t come here again, eh? All right. I’ll not come again.”


    “Siren that you are! Ah, you women! He mocks me and you too — and yet you are what I have dearest to me.”


    He moved away from her and was silent. Squatting on the sand, with her legs drawn up to her chin, Malva balanced herself gently to and fro, idly gazing with her green eyes over the dazzling joyous sea, and she smiled with triumph as all women do when they understand the power of their beauty.


    “Why don’t you speak?” asked Vassili.


    “I’m thinking,” said Malva. Then after a pause she added:


    “Your son’s a fine fellow.”


    “What’s that to you?” cried Vassili, jealously.


    “Who knows?”


    He glanced at her suspiciously. “Take care,” he said, menacingly.

    “Don’t play the imbecile. I’m a patient man, but I mustn’t be crossed.”


    
      
    


    He ground his teeth and clenched his fists.


    “Don’t frighten me, Vassili,” she said indifferently, without looking up at him.


    “Well, stop your joking.”


    “Don’t try to frighten me.”


    “I’ll soon make you dance if you begin any foolishness.”


    “Would you beat me?”


    She went up to him and gazed with curiosity at his frowning face.


    “One would think you were a countess. Yes, I would beat you.”


    “Yet I’m not your wife,” said Malva, calmly. “You have been accustomed to beat your wife for nothing, and you imagine that you can do the same with me. No, I am free. I belong only to myself, and I am afraid of no one. But you are afraid of your son, and now you dare threaten me.”


    She shook her head with disdain. Her careless manner cooled Vassili’s anger. He had never seen her look so beautiful.


    “I have something else to tell you,” she went on. “You boasted to Serejka that I could no more get along without you than without bread, and that I cannot live without you. You are mistaken. Perhaps it is not you that I love and not for you that I come. Perhaps I love the peace of this deserted beach. (Here she made a wide gesture with her arms.) Perhaps I love these lonely sands, with their vast stretch of sea and sky, and to be away from vile beings. Because you are here is nothing to me. If this were Serejka’s place I should come here. If your son lived here, I should come too. It would be better still if no one were here, for I am disgusted with you all. But if I take it into my head one day — beautiful as I am — I can always choose a man, and one who’ll please me better than you.”


    “So, so!” hissed Vassili, furiously, and he seized her by the throat.

    “So that’s your game, is it?”


    
      
    


    He shook her, and she did not strive to get away from his grasp, although her face was congested and her eyes bloodshot. She merely placed her two hands on the rough hands that were around her throat.


    “Ah, now I know you!” Vassili was hoarse with rage. “And yet you said you loved me, and you kissed me and caressed me? Ah, I’ll show you!”


    Holding her down to the ground, he struck her repeatedly with his clenched fist. Finally, fatigued with the exertion, he pushed her away from him crying:


    “There, serpent. Now you’ve got what you deserved.”


    Without a complaint, silent and calm, Malva fell back on her back, all crumpled, red and still beautiful. Her green eyes watched him furtively under the lashes, and burned with a cold flame full of hatred, but he, gasping with excitement and satisfied with the punishment he had inflicted, did not notice the look, and when he stooped down towards her to see if she was crying, she smiled up at him gently.


    He looked at her, not understanding and not knowing what to do next. Should he beat her again? But his fury was appeased, and he had no desire to recommence.


    “How you love me!” she whispered.


    Vassili felt hot all over.


    “All right! all right! the devil take you,” he said gloomily. “Are you satisfied now?”


    “Was I not foolish, Vassili? I thought you no longer loved me! I said to myself, ‘now his son is here he will neglect me for him.’”


    And she burst out laughing, a strange forced laugh.


    “Foolish girl!” said Vassili, smiling in spite of himself.


    He felt himself at fault, and was sorry for her, but remembering what she had said, he went on crossly:


    “My son has nothing to do with it. If I beat you it was your own fault.

    Why did you cross me?”


    
      
    


    “I did it on purpose to try you.”


    And purring like a cat she rubbed herself against his shoulder.


    He glanced furtively towards the cabin and bending down embraced the young woman.


    “To try me?” he repeated. “As if you wanted to do that? You see the result?”


    “Oh, that’s nothing!” said Malva, half closing her eyes. “I’m not angry. You beat me only because you loved me. You’ll make it up to me.”


    She gave him a long look, trembled and lowering her voice repeated:


    “Oh, yes, you’ll make it up to me.”


    Vassili interpreted her words in a sense agreeable to him.


    “How?” he asked.


    “You’ll see,” replied Malva calmly, very calmly, but her lips trembled.


    “Ah, my darling!” cried Vassili, clasping her close in his arms. “Do you know that since I have beaten you I love you better.” Her head fell back on his shoulders and he placed his lips on her trembling mouth.


    The sea gulls whirled about over their heads uttering hoarse cries. From the distance came the regular and gentle splash of the tiny waves breaking on the sand.


    When, at last, they broke from their long embrace, Malva sat up on Vassili’s knee. The peasant’s face, tanned by wind and sun, was bent close to hers and his great blond beard tickled her neck. The young woman was motionless; only the gradual and regular rise and fall of her bosom showed her to be alive. Vassili’s eyes wandered in turn from the sea to this woman by his side. He told Malva how tired he was of living alone and how painful were his sleepless nights filled with gloomy thoughts. Then he kissed her again on the mouth with the same sound that he might have made in chewing a hot piece of meat.


    They stayed there three hours in this way, and finally, when he saw the sun setting, Vassili said with a bored look:


    “I must go and make some tea. Our guest will soon he awake.”


    Malva rose with the indolent gesture of a languorous cat, and with a gesture of regret he started towards the cabin. Through her half-open lids the young woman watched him as he moved away, and sighed as people sigh when they have borne too heavy a burden.


    * * * * *


    
      
    


    Fifteen days later it was again Sunday and again Vassili Legostev, stretched out on the sand near his hut, was gazing out to sea, waiting for Malva. And the deserted sea laughed, playing with the reflections of the sun, and legions of waves were born to run on the sand, deposit the foam of their crests and return to the sea, where they melted.


    All was as before. Only Vassili, who the last time awaited her coming with peaceful security, was now filled with impatience. Last Sunday she had not come; to-day she would surely come. He did not doubt it for a moment, but he wanted to see her as soon as possible. Iakov, at least, would not be there to embarrass them. The day before yesterday, as he passed with the other fishermen, he said he would go to town on Sunday to buy a blouse. He had found work at fifteen roubles a month.


    Except for the gulls, the sea was still deserted. The familiar little black spot did not appear,


    “Ah, you’re not coming!” said Vassili, with ill humor. “All right, don’t. I don’t want you.”


    And he spat with disdain in the direction of the water.


    The sea laughed.


    “If, at least, Serejka would come,” he thought. And he tried to think only of Serejka. “What a good-for-nothing the fellow is! Robust, able to read, seen the world — but what a drunkard! Yet good company. One can’t feel dull in his company. The women are mad for him; all run after him. Malva’s the only one that keeps aloof. No, no sign of her! What a cursed woman! Perhaps she’s angry because I beat her.”


    Thus, thinking of his son, of Serejka, but more often of Malva, Vassili paced up and down the sandy beach, turning every now and then to look anxiously out to sea. But Malva did not come.


    This is what had happened.


    Iakov rose early, and on going down to the beach as usual to wash himself, he saw Malva. She was seated on the bow of a large fishing boat anchored in the surf and letting her bare feet hang, sat combing her damp hair.


    Iakov stopped to watch her.


    “Have you had a bath?” he cried.


    She turned to look at him, and glanced down at her feet: then, continuing to comb herself, she replied:


    “Yes, I took a bath. Why are you up so early?”


    “Aren’t you up early?”


    “I am not an example for you. If you did all I do, you’d be in all kinds of trouble.”


    “Why do you always wish to frighten me?” he asked.


    “And you, why do you make eyes at me?”


    Iakov had no recollection of having looked at her more than at the other women on the fishing grounds, but now he said to her suddenly:


    “Because you are so — appetizing.”


    “If your father heard you, he’d give you an appetite! No, my lad, don’t run after me, because I don’t want to be between you and Vassili. You understand?”


    “What have I done?” asked Iakov. “I haven’t touched you.”


    “You daren’t touch me,” retorted Malva.


    There was such a contemptuous tone in her voice that he resented this.


    “So I dare not?” he replied, climbing up on the boat and seating himself at her side.


    “No, you dare not.”


    “And if I touch you?”


    “Try!”


    “What would you do?”


    “I’d give you such a box on the ear that you would fall into the water.”


    “Let’s see you do it”


    “Touch me if you dare!”


    Throwing his arm around her waist, he pressed her to his breast.


    “Here I am. Now box my ears.”


    “Let me be, Iakov,” she said, quickly, trying to disengage herself from his arms which trembled.


    “Where is the punishment you promised me?”


    “Let go or take care!”


    “Oh, stop your threats — luscious strawberry that you are!”


    He drew her to him and pressed his thick lips into her sunburnt cheek.


    She gave a wild laugh of defiance, seized Iakov’s arms and suddenly, with a quick movement of her whole body threw herself forward. They fell into the water enlaced, forming a single heavy mass, and disappeared under the splashing foam. Then from beneath the agitated water Iakov appeared, looking half drowned. Malva, at his side swimming like a fish, eluded his grasp, and tried to prevent him regaining the boat. Iakov struggled desperately, striking the water and roaring like a walrus, while Malva, screaming with laughter, swam round and round him, throwing the salt water in his face, and then diving to avoid his vigorous blows.


    At last he caught her and pulled her under the water, and the waves passed over both their heads. Then they came to the surface again both panting with the exertion. Thus they played like two big fish until, finally, tired out and full of salt water, they climbed up the beach and sat down in the sun to dry.


    Malva laughed and twisted her hair to get the water out.


    The day was growing. The fishermen, after their night of heavy slumber, were emerging from their huts, one by one. From the distance all looked alike. One began to strike blows on an empty barrel at regular intervals. Two women were heard quarrelling. Dogs barked.


    “They are getting up,” said Iakov. “And I wanted to start to town early. I’ve lost time with you.”


    “One does nothing good in my company,” she said, half in jest, half seriously.


    “What a habit you have of scaring people,” replied Iakov.


    “You’ll see when your father — .”


    This allusion to his father angered him.


    “What about my father? I’m not a boy. And I’m not blind, either. He’s not a saint, either; he deprives himself of nothing. If you don’t mind I’ll steal you from my father.”


    “You?”


    “Do you think I wouldn’t dare?”


    “Really?”


    “Now, look you,” he began furiously, “don’t defy me. I — .”


    “What now?” she asked with indifference.


    “Nothing.”


    He turned away with a determined look on his face.


    “How brave you are,” she said, tauntingly. “You remind me of the inspector’s little dog. At a distance he barks and threatens to bite, but when you get near him he puts his tail between his legs and runs away.”


    “All right,” cried Iakov, angrily. “Wait! you’ll see what I am.”


    Advancing towards them came a sunburnt, tattered and muscular-looking individual. He wore a ragged red shirt, his trousers were full of holes, and his feet were bare. His face was covered with freckles and he had big saucy blue eyes and an impertinent turned-up nose. When he came up he stopped and made a grimace.


    “Serejka drank yesterday, and today Serejka’s pocket is empty. Lend me twenty kopeks. I’ll not return them.”


    Iakov burst out laughing; Malva smiled.


    “Give me the money,” went on the tramp. “I’ll marry you for twenty kopeks if you like.”


    “You’re an odd fellow,” said Iakov, “are you a priest?”


    “Imbecile question,” replied Serejka. “Wasn’t I servant to a priest at

    Ouglitch?”


    
      
    


    “I don’t want to get married,” said Iakov.


    “Give the money all the same, and I won’t tell your father you’re paying court to his queen,” replied Serejka, passing his tongue over his dry and cracked lips.


    Iakov did not want to give twenty kopeks, but they had warned him to be on his guard when dealing with Serejka, and to put up with his whims. The tramp never demanded much, but if he was refused he spread evil tales about you or else he would beat you. So Iakov, sighing, put his hand in his pocket.


    “That’s right,” said Serejka, with a tone of encouragement, and he sat down beside them on the sand. “Always do what I tell you and you’ll be happy. And you,” he went on, turning to Malva— “when are you going to marry me? Better be quick. I don’t like to wait long.”


    “You are too ragged. Begin by sewing up your holes and then we’ll see,” replied Malva.


    Serejka regarded his rents with a reproachful air and shook his head.


    “Give me one of your skirts, that’ll be better.”


    “Yes, I can,” said Malva, laughing.


    “I’m serious. You must have an old one you don’t want.”


    “You’d do better to buy yourself a pair of trousers.”


    “I prefer to drink the money.”


    Serejka rose and, jingling his twenty kopeks, shuffled off, followed by a strange smile from Malva.


    When he was some distance away, Iakov said:


    “In our village such a braggart would goon have been put in his place.

    Here, every one seems afraid of him.”


    
      
    


    Malva looked at Iakov and replied, disdainfully:


    “You don’t know his worth.”


    “There’s nothing to know. He’s worth five kopeks a hundred.”


    She did not reply, but watched the play of the waves as they chased one after the other, swaying the fishing boat. The mast inclined now to right, now to left, and the bow rose and then fell suddenly, striking the water with a loud splash.


    “Why don’t you go?” asked Malva.


    “Where?” he asked.


    “You wanted to go to town.”


    “I shan’t go now.”


    “Well, go to your father’s.”


    “And you?”


    “What?”


    “Shall you go, too?”


    “No.”


    “Then I shan’t either.”


    “Are you going to stay round me all day?”


    “I don’t want your company so much as that,” replied Iakov, offended.


    He rose and moved away. But he was mistaken in saying that he did not need her, for when away from her he felt lonely. A strange feeling had come to him after their conversation, a secret desire to protest against the father. Only yesterday this feeling had not existed, nor even to-day, before he saw Malva. Now it seemed to him that his father embarrassed him and stood in his way, although he was far away over the sea yonder, on a narrow tongue of sand almost invisible to the eye. Then it seemed to him, too, that Malva was afraid of the father; if she were not afraid she would talk differently. Now she was missing in his life while only that morning he had not thought of her.


    And so he wandered for several hours along the beach, stopping here and there to chat with fishermen he knew. At noon he took a siesta under the shade of an upturned boat. When he awoke he took another stroll and came across Malva far from the fishing ground, reading a tattered book under the shade of the willows.


    She looked up at Iakov and smiled.


    “Ah, there you are,” he said, sitting down beside her.


    “Have you been looking for me long?” she asked, demurely.


    “Looking for you? What an idea?” replied Iakov, who was only just beginning to realize that it was the truth.


    “Do you know how to read?” she asked.


    “Yes — I used to, but I’ve forgotten everything.”


    “So have I.”


    “Why didn’t you go to the headland to-day?” asked Iakov, suddenly.


    “What’s that to you?”


    Iakov plucked a leaf and chewed it.


    “Listen,” he said in a low tone and drawing near her. “Listen to what

    I’m going to say. I’m young and I love you.”


    
      
    


    “You’re a silly lad, very silly,” said Malva, shaking her head.


    “I may be a fool,” cried Iakov, passionately. “But I love you, I love you.”


    “Be silent! Go away!”


    “Why?”


    “Because.”


    “Don’t be obstinate.” He took her gently by the shoulders. “Can’t you understand?”


    “Go away, Iakov,” she cried, severely. “Go away!”


    “Oh, if that’s the tone you take I don’t care a rap. You’re not the only woman here. You imagine that you are better than the others.”


    She made no reply, rose and brushed the dust off her skirt.


    “Come,” she said.


    And they went back to the fishing grounds side by side.


    They walked slowly on account of the soft sand. Suddenly, as they were nearing the boats, Iakov stopped short and seized Malva by the arms.


    “Are you driving me desperate on purpose? Why do you play with me like this?” he demanded.


    “Leave me alone, I tell you,” she said, calmly disengaging herself from his grasp.


    Serejka appeared from behind a boat. He shook his fist at the couple, and said, threateningly:


    “So, that’s how you go off together. Vassili shall know of this.”


    “Go to the devil, all of you!” cried Malva. And she left them, disappearing among the boats.


    Iakov stood facing Serejka, and looked him square in the face. Serejka boldly returned the stare and so they remained for a minute or two, like two rams ready to charge on each other. Then without a word each turned away and went off in a different direction.


    The sea was calm and crimson with the rays of the setting sun. A confused sound hovered over the fishing ground. The voice of a drunken woman sang hysterically words devoid of sense.


    * * * * *


    
      
    


    In the dawn’s pure light the sea still slumbered, reflecting the pearl-like clouds. On the headland a party of fishermen still only half awake moved slowly about, getting ready the rigging of their boat.


    Serejka, bareheaded and tattered as usual, stood in the bow hurrying the men on with a hoarse voice, the result of his drunken orgy of the previous night.


    “Where are the oars, Vassili?”


    Vassili, moody as a dark autumn day, was arranging the net at the bottom of the boat. Serejka watched him and, when he looked his way, smacked his lips, signifying that he wanted to drink.


    “Have you any brandy,” he asked.


    “Yes,” growled Vassili.


    “Good. I’ll take a nip when they’ve gone.”


    “Is all ready?” cried the fishermen.


    “Let go!” commanded Serejka, jumping to the ground. “Be careful. Go far out so as not to entangle the net.”


    The big boat slid down the greased planks to the water, and the fishermen, jumping in as it went, seized the oars, ready to strike the water directly she was afloat. Then with a big splash the graceful bark forged ahead through the great plain of luminous water.


    “Why didn’t you come Sunday?” said Vassili, as the two men went back to the cabin.


    “I couldn’t.”


    “You were drunk?”


    “No, I was watching your son and his step-mother,” said Serejka, phlegmatically.


    “A new worry on your shoulders,” said Vassili, sarcastically and with a forced smile. “They are only children.” He was tempted to learn where and how Serejka had seen Malva and Iakov the day before, but he was ashamed.


    “Why don’t you ask news of Malva?” asked Serejka, as he gulped down a glass of brandy.


    “What do I care what she does?” replied Vassili, with indifference, although he trembled with a secret presentiment.


    “As she didn’t come Sunday, you should ask what she was doing. I know you are jealous, you old dog!”


    “Oh, there are many like her,” said Vassili, carelessly.


    “Are there?” said Serejka, imitating him. “Ah, you peasants, you’re all alike. As long as you gather your honey, it’s all one to you.”


    “What’s she to you?” broke in Vassili with irritation. “Have you come to ask her hand in marriage?”


    “I know she’s yours,” said Serejka. “Have I ever bothered you? But now

    Iakov, your son, is all the time dancing around her, it’s different.

    Beat him, do you hear? If not, I will. You’ve got a strong fist if you

    are a fool.”


    
      
    


    Vassili did not reply, but watched the boat as it turned about and made toward the beach again.


    “You are right,” he said finally. “Iakov will hear from me.”


    “I don’t like him. He smells too much of the village,” said Serejka.


    In the distance, on the sea, was opening out the pink fan formed by the rays of the rising sun. The glowing orb was already emerging from the water. Amid the noise of the waves was heard from the boat the distant cry:


    “Draw in!”


    “Come, boys!” cried Serejka, to the other fishermen on the beach.

    “Let’s pull together.”


    
      
    


    “When you see Iakov tell him to come here to-morrow,” said Vassili.


    The boat grounded on the beach and the fishermen, jumping out, pulled their end of the net so that the two groups gradually met, the cork floats bobbing up and down on the water forming a perfect semi-circle.


    * * * * *


    
      
    


    Very late on the evening of the same day, when the fishermen had finished their dinner, Malva, tired and thoughtful, had seated herself on an old boat turned upside down and was watching the sea, already screened in twilight. In the distance a fire was burning, and Malva knew that Vassili had lighted it. Solitary and as if lost in the darkening shadows, the flame leaped high at times and then fell back as if broken. And Malva felt a certain sadness as she watched that red dot abandoned in the desert of ocean, and palpitating feebly among the indefatigable and incomprehensible murmur of the waves.


    “What are you doing there?” asked Serejka’s voice behind her.


    “What’s that to you?” she replied dryly, without stirring.


    He lighted a cigarette, was silent a moment and then said in a friendly tone:


    “What a funny woman you are! First you run away from everybody, and then you throw yourself round everyone’s neck.”


    “Not round yours,” said Malva, carelessly.


    “Not mine, perhaps, but round Iakov’s.”


    “It makes you envious.”


    “Hum! do you want me to speak frankly?”


    “Speak.”


    “Have yon broken off with Vassili?”


    “I don’t know,” she replied, after a silence. “I am vexed with him.”


    “Why?”


    “He beat me.”


    “Really? And you let him?”


    Serejka could not understand it. He tried to catch a glimpse of Malva’s face, and made an ironical grimace.


    “I need not have let him beat me,” she said. “I did not want to defend myself.”


    “So you love the old grey cat as much as that?” grinned Serejka, puffing out a cloud of smoke. “I thought better of you than that.”


    “I love none of you,” she said, again indifferent and wafting the smoke away with her hand.


    “But if you don’t love him, why did you let him beat you?”


    “Do you suppose I know? Leave me alone.”


    “It’s funny,” said Serejka, shaking his head.


    Both remained silent.


    Night was falling. The shadows came down from the slow-moving clouds to the seas beneath. The waves murmured.


    Vassili’s fire had gone out on the distant headland, but Malva continued to gaze in that direction.


    * * * * *


    
      
    


    The father and son were seated in the cabin facing each other, and drinking brandy which the youth had brought with him to conciliate the old man and so as not to be weary in his company.


    Serejka had told Iakov that his father was angry with him on account of

    Malva, and that he had threatened to beat Malva until she was half dead.

    He also said that was the reason she resisted Iakov’s advances.


    
      
    


    This story had excited Iakov’s resentment against his father. He now looked upon him as an obstacle in his road that he could neither remove nor get around.


    But feeling himself of equal strength as his adversary, Iakov regarded his father boldly, with a look that meant: “Touch me if you dare!”


    They had both drunk two glasses without exchanging a word, except a few commonplace remarks about the fisheries. Alone amidst the deserted waters each nursed his hatred, and both knew that this hate would soon burst forth into flame.


    “How’s Serejka?” at last Vassili blurted out.


    “Drunk as usual,” replied Iakov, pouring our some more brandy for his father.


    “He’ll end badly — and if you don’t take care you’ll do the same.”


    “I shall never become like him,” replied Iakov, surlily.


    “No?” said Vassili, frowning. “I know what I’m talking about. How long are you here already? Two months. You must soon think of going back. How much money have you saved?”


    “In so little time I’ve not been able to save any,” replied Iakov.


    “Then you don’t want to stay here any longer, my lad, go back to the village.”


    Iakov smiled.


    “Why these grimaces?” cried Vassili threateningly, and impatient at his son’s coolness. “Your father’s advising you and you mock him. You’re in too much of a hurry to play the independent. You want to be put in the traces again.”


    Iakov poured out some more brandy and drank it. These coarse reproaches offended him, but he mastered himself, not wanting to arouse his father’s anger.


    Seeing that his son had drunk again, alone, without filling his glass, made Vassili more angry than ever.


    “Your father says to you, ‘Go home,’ and you laugh at him. Very well, I’ll speak differently. You’ll get your pay Saturday and trot — home to the village — do you understand?”


    “I won’t go,” said Iakov, firmly.


    “What!” cried Vassili, and leaning his two hands on the edge of the table he rose to his feet. “Have I spoken, yes or no? You dog, barking at your father! Do you forget that I can do what I please with you?”


    His mouth trembled with passion, his face was convulsed, and two swollen veins stood out on his temples.


    “I forget nothing,” said Iakov, in a low tone and not looking at his father. “And you — have you forgotten nothing?”


    “It’s not your place to preach to me. I’ll break every bone in your body.”


    Iakov avoided the hand that his father raised over his head and a feeling of savage hatred arose in him. He said, between his clenched teeth:


    “Don’t touch me. We’re not in the village now.”


    “Be silent. I’m your father everywhere.”


    They stood facing each other, Vassili, his eyes bloodshot, his neck outstretched, his fists clenched, panted his brandy-smelling breath in his son’s face. Iakov stepped back. He was watching his father’s movements, ready to ward off blows, peaceful outwardly, but steaming with perspiration. Between them was the table.


    “Perhaps I won’t give you a good beating?” cried Vassili hoarsely, and bending his back like a cat about to make a spring.


    “Here we are equal,” said Iakov, watching him warily. “You are a fisherman, I too. Why do you attack me like this? Do you think I do not understand? You began.”


    Vassili howled with passion, and raised his arm to strike so rapidly that Iakov had no time to avoid it. The blow fell on his head. He staggered and ground his teeth in his father’s face.


    “Wait!” cried the latter, clenching his fists and again threatening him.


    They were now at close quarters, and their feet were entangled in the empty sacks and cordage on the floor. Iakov, protecting himself as best he could against his father’s blows, pale and bathed in perspiration, his teeth clenched, his eyes brilliant as a wolf’s, slowly retreated, and as his father charged upon him, gesticulating with ferocity and blind with rage, like a wild boar, he turned and ran out of the cabin, down towards the sea.


    Vassili started in pursuit, his head bent, his arms extended, but his foot caught in some rope, and he fell all his length on the sand. He tried to rise, but the fall had taken all the fight out of him and he sank back on the beach, shaking his fist at Iakov, who remained grinning at a safe distance. He shouted:


    “Be cursed! I curse you forever!”


    Bitterness came into Vassili’s soul as he realized his own position. He sighed heavily. His head bent low as if an immense weight had crushed him. For an abandoned woman he had deserted his wife, with whom he had lived faithfully for fifteen years, and the Lord had punished him by this rebellion of his son. His son had mocked him and trampled on his heart. Yes, he was punished for the past. He made the sign of the cross and remained seated, blinking his eyes to free them from the tears that were blinding them.


    And the sun went down into the sea, and the crimson twilight faded away in the sky. A warm wind caressed the face of the weeping peasant. Deep in his resolutions of repentance he stayed there until he fell asleep shortly before dawn.


    * * * * *


    
      
    


    The day following the quarrel, Iakov went off with a party to fish thirty miles out at sea. He returned alone five days later for provisions. It was midday when he arrived, and everyone was resting after dinner. It was unbearably hot. The sand burned his feet and the shells and fish bones pricked them. As Iakov carefully picked his way along the beach he regretted he had no boots on. He did not want to return to the bark as he was in a hurry to eat and to see Malva. Many a time had he thought of her during the long lonely hours on the sea. He wondered if she and his father had seen each other again and what they had said. Perhaps the old man had beaten her.


    The deserted fisheries were slumbering, as if overcome by the heat. In the inspector’s office a child was crying. From behind a heap of barrels came the sound of voices.


    Iakov turned his steps in that direction. He thought he recognised Malva’s voice, but when he arrived at the barrels he recoiled a step and stopped.


    In the shade, lying on his back, with his arms under his head, was

    Serejka. Near him were, on one side, Vassili and, on the other, Malva.


    
      
    


    Iakov thought to himself: “Why is father here. Has he left his post so as to be nearer Malva and to watch her? Should he go up to them or not.”


    “So, you’ve decided!” said Serejka to Vassili. “It’s goodbye to us all?

    Well, go your way and scratch the soil.”


    
      
    


    A thrill went through Iakov and he made a joyous grimace.


    “Yes, I’m going;” said Vassili.


    Then Iakov advanced boldly.


    “Good-day, all!”


    The father gave him a rapid glance and then turned away his eyes. Malva did not stir. Serejka moved his leg and raising his voice said:


    “Here’s our dearly beloved son, Iakov, back from a distant shore.”


    Then he added in his ordinary voice:


    “You should flay him alive and make drums with his skin.”


    Malva laughed.


    “It’s hot,” said Iakov, sitting beside them.


    “I’ve been waiting for you since this morning, Iakov. The inspector told me you were coming.”


    The young man thought his voice seemed weaker than usual and his face seemed changed. He asked Serejka for a cigarette.


    “I have no tobacco for an imbecile like you,” replied the latter, without stirring.


    “I’m going back home, Iakov,” said Vassili, gravely digging into the sand with his fingers.


    “Why,” asked the son, innocently.


    “Never mind why, shall you stay?”


    “Yes. I’ll remain. What should we both do at home?”


    “Very well. I have nothing to say. Do as you please. You are no longer a child. Only remember that I shall not get about long. I shall live, perhaps, but I do not know how long I shall work. I have lost the habit of the soil. Remember, too, that your mother is there.”


    Evidently it was difficult for him to talk. The words stuck between his teeth. He stroked his beard and his hand trembled.


    Malva eyed him. Serejka had half closed one eye and with the other watched Iakov. Iakov was jubilant, but afraid of betraying himself; he was silent and lowered his head.


    “Don’t forget your mother, Iakov. Remember, you are all she has.”


    “I know,” said Iakov, shrugging his shoulders.


    “It is well if you know,” said the father, with a look of distrust. “I only warn you not to forget it.”


    Vassili sighed deeply. For a few minutes all were silent.


    Then Malva said:


    “The work bell will soon ring.”


    “I’m going,” said Vassili, rising.


    And all rose.


    “Goodbye, Serejka. If you happen to be on the Volga, maybe you’ll drop in to see me.”


    “I’ll not fail,” said Serejka.


    “Goodbye.”


    “Goodbye, dear friend.”


    “Goodbye, Malva,” said Vassili, not raising his eyes.


    She slowly wiped her lips with her sleeve, threw her two white arms round his neck and kissed him three times on the lips and cheeks.


    He was overcome with emotion and uttered some indistinct words. Iakov lowered his head, dissimulating a smile. Serejka was impassible, and he even yawned a little, at the same time gazing at the sky.


    “You’ll find it hot walking,” he said.


    “No matter. Goodbye, you too, Iakov.”


    “Goodbye!”


    They stood facing each other, not knowing what to do. The sad word “goodbye” aroused in Iakov a feeling of tenderness for his father, but he did not know how to express it. Should he embrace his father as Malva had done or shake his hand like Serejka? And Vassili felt hurt at this hesitation, which was visible in his son’s attitude.


    “Remember your mother,” said Vassili, finally.


    “Yes, yes,” replied Iakov, cordially. “Don’t worry. I know.”


    “That’s all. Be happy. God protect you. Don’t think badly of me. The kettle, Serejka, is buried in the sand near the bow of the green boat.”


    “What does he want with the kettle?” asked Iakov.


    “He has taken my place yonder on the headland,” explained Vassili.


    Iakov looked enviously at Serejka, then at Malva.


    “Farewell, all! I’m going.”


    Vassili waved his hand to them and moved away. Malva followed him.


    “I’ll accompany you a bit of the road.”


    Serejka sat down on the ground and seized the leg of Iakov, who was preparing to accompany Malva.


    “Stop! where are you going?”


    “Let me alone,” said Iakov, making a forward movement. But Serejka had seized his other leg.


    “Sit down by my side.”


    “Why? What new folly is this?”


    “It is not folly. Sit down.”


    Iakov obeyed, grinding his teeth.


    “What do you want?”


    “Wait. Be silent, and I’ll think, and then I’ll talk.”


    He began staring at Iakov, who gave way.


    Malva and Vassili walked for a few minutes in silence. Malva’s eyes shone strangely. Vassili was gloomy and preoccupied. Their feet sank in the sand and they advanced slowly.


    “Vassili!”


    “What?”


    He turned and looked at her.


    “I made you quarrel with Iakov on purpose. You might both have lived here without quarrelling,” she said in a calm tone.


    There was not a shade of repentance in her words.


    “Why did you do that?” asked Vassili, after a silence.


    “I do not know — for nothing.”


    She shrugged her shoulders and smiled.


    “What you have done was noble!” he said, with irritation.


    She was silent.


    “You will ruin my boy, ruin him entirely. You do not fear God, you have no shame! What are you going to do?”


    “What should I do?” she said.


    There was a ring of anguish, or vexation, in her voice.


    “What you ought to do!” cried Vassili, seized suddenly with a fierce rage.


    He felt a passionate desire to strike her, to knock her down and bury her in the sand, to kick her in the face, in the breast. He clenched his fists and looked back.


    Yonder, near the barrels, he saw Iakov and Serejka. Their faces were turned in his direction.


    “Get away with you! I could crush you!”


    He stopped and hissed insults in her face. His eyes were bloodshot, his beard trembled and his hands seemed to advance involuntarily towards Malva’s hair, which emerged from beneath her shawl.


    She fixed her green eyes on him.


    “You deserve killing,” he said. “Wait, some one will break your head yet.”


    She smiled, still silent. Then she sighed deeply and said:


    “That’s enough! now farewell!”


    And suddenly turning on her heels she left him and came back.


    Vassili shouted after her and shook his fists. Malva, as she walked, took pains to place each foot in the deep impressions of Vassili’s feet, and when she succeeded she carefully effaced the traces. Thus she continued on until she came to the barrels where Serejka greeted her with this question:


    “Well, have you seen the last of him?”


    She gave an affirmative sign, and sat down beside him. Iakov looked at her and smiled, gently moving his lips as if he were saying things that he alone heard.


    “When will you go to the headland?” she asked Serejka, indicating the sea with a movement of her head.


    “This evening.”


    “I will go with you.”


    “Bravo, that suits me.”


    “And I, too — I’ll go,” cried Iakov.


    “Who invited you?” asked Serejka, screwing up his eyes.


    The sound of a cracked bell called the men to work.


    “She will invite me,” said Iakov.


    He looked defiantly at Malva.


    “I? what need have I of you?” she replied, surprised.


    “Let us he frank, Iakov,” said Serejka. “If you annoy her, I’ll beat you to a jelly. And if you as much as touch her with a finger, I’ll kill you like a fly. I am a simple man.”


    His face, all his person, his knotty and muscular arms proved eloquently that killing a man would be a very simple thing for him.


    Iakov recoiled a step and said, in a choking voice:


    “Wait! That is for Malva to—”


    “Keep quiet, that’s all. You are not the dog that will eat the lamb. If you get the bones you may be thankful.”


    Iakov looked at Malva. Her green eyes laughed in a humiliating way at him and she fondled Serejka so that Iakov felt himself grow hot and cold.


    Then they went away side by side and both burst out laughing. Iakov dug his foot deep in the sand and remained glued to the spot, his body stretched forward, his face red, his heart beating wildly.


    In the distance, on the dead waves of sand, was a small dark human figure moving slowly away; on his right beamed the sun and the powerful sea, and on the left, to the horizon, there was sand, nothing but sand, uniform, deserted, — gloomy. Iakov watched the receding figure of the lonely man and blinked his eyes, filled with tears — tears of humiliation and painful uncertainty.


    On the fishing grounds everyone was busy at work. Iakov heard Malva’s sonorous voice ask, angrily:


    “Who has taken my knife?”


    The waves murmured, the sun shone and the sea laughed.
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    It is certainly a curious fact that so many of the voices of what is called our modern religion have come from countries which are not only simple, but may even be called barbaric. A nation like Norway has a great realistic drama without having ever had either a great classical drama or a great romantic drama. A nation like Russia makes us feel its modern fiction when we have never felt its ancient fiction. It has produced its Gissing without producing its Scott. Everything that is most sad and scientific, everything that is most grim and analytical, everything that can truly be called most modern, everything that can without unreasonableness be called most morbid, comes from these fresh and untried and unexhausted nationalities. Out of these infant peoples come the oldest voices of the earth.


    This contradiction, like many other contradictions, is one which ought first of all to be registered as a mere fact; long before we attempt to explain why things contradict themselves, we ought, if we are honest men and good critics, to register the preliminary truth that things do contradict themselves. In this case, as I say, there are many possible and suggestive explanations. It may be, to take an example, that our modern Europe is so exhausted that even the vigorous expression of that exhaustion is difficult for every one except the most robust.


    It may be that all the nations are tired; and it may be that only the boldest and breeziest are not too tired to say that they are tired. It may be that a man like Ibsen in Norway or a man like Gorky in Russia are the only people left who have so much faith that they can really believe in scepticism. It may be that they are the only people left who have so much animal spirits that they can really feast high and drink deep at the ancient banquet of pessimism. This is one of the possible hypotheses or explanations in the matter: that all Europe feels these things and that only have strength to believe them also. Many other explanations might, however, also be offered. It might be suggested that half-barbaric countries, like Russia or Norway, which have always lain, to say the least of it, on the extreme edge of the circle of our European civilization, have a certain primal melancholy which belongs to them through all the ages. It is highly probable that this sadness, which to us is modern, is to them eternal. It is highly probable that what we have solemnly and suddenly discovered in scientific text-books and philosophical magazines they absorbed and experienced thousands of years ago, when they offered human sacrifice in black and cruel forests and cried to their gods in the dark. Their agnosticism is perhaps merely paganism; their paganism, as in old times, is merely devil-worship. Certainly, Schopenhauer could hardly have written his hideous essay on women except in a country which had once been full of slavery and the service of fiends. It may be that these moderns are tricking us altogether, and are hiding in their current scientific jargon things that they knew before science or civilization were.


    They say that they are determinists; but the truth is, probably, that they are still worshipping the Norns. They say that they describe scenes which are sickening and dehumanizing in the name of art or in the name of truth; but it may be that they do it in the name of some deity indescribable, whom they propitiated with blood and terror before the beginning of history.


    This hypothesis, like the hypothesis mentioned before it, is highly disputable, and is at best a suggestion. But there is one broad truth in the matter which may in any case be considered as established. A country like Russia has far more inherent capacity for producing revolution in revolutionists than any country of the type of England or America. Communities highly civilized and largely urban tend to a thing which is now called evolution, the most cautious and the most conservative of all social influences. The loyal Russian obeys the Czar because he remembers the Czar and the Czar’s importance. The disloyal Russian frets against the Czar because he also remembers the Czar, and makes a note of the necessity of knifing him. But the loyal Englishman obeys the upper classes because he has forgotten that they are there. Their operation has become to him like daylight, or gravitation, or any of the forces of nature. And there are no disloyal Englishmen; there are no English revolutionists, because the oligarchic management of England is so complete as to be invisible. The thing which can once get itself forgotten can make itself omnipotent.


    Gorky is preeminently Russian, in that he is a revolutionist; not because most Russians are revolutionists (for I imagine that they are not), but because most Russians — indeed, nearly all Russian — are in that attitude of mind which makes revolution possible, and which makes religion possible, an attitude of primary and dogmatic assertion. To be a revolutionist it is first necessary to be a revelationist. It is necessary to believe in the sufficiency of some theory of the universe or the State. But in countries that have come under the influence of what is called the evolutionary idea, there has been no dramatic righting of wrongs, and (unless the evolutionary idea loses its hold) there never will be. These countries have no revolution, they have to put up with an inferior and largely fictitious thing which they call progress.


    The interest of the Gorky tale, like the interest of so many other Russian masterpieces, consists in this sharp contact between a simplicity, which we in the West feel to be very old, and a rebelliousness which we in the West feel to he very new. We cannot in our graduated and polite civilization quite make head or tail of the Russian anarch; we can only feel in a vague way that his tale is the tale of the Missing Link, and that his head is the head of the superman. We hear his lonely cry of anger. But we cannot be quite certain whether his protest is the protest of the first anarchist against government, or whether it is the protest of the last savage against civilization. The cruelty of ages and of political cynicism or necessity has done much to burden the race of which Gorky writes; but time has left them one thing which it has not left to the people in Poplar or West Ham.


    It has left them, apparently, the clear and childlike power of seeing the cruelty which encompasses them. Gorky is a tramp, a man of the people, and also a critic, and a bitter one. In the West poor men, when they become articulate in literature, are always sentimentalists and nearly always optimists.


    It is no exaggeration to say that these people of whom Gorky writes in such a story as “Creatures that once were Men” are to the Western mind children. They have, indeed, been tortured and broken by experience and sin. But this has only sufficed to make them sad children or naughty children or bewildered children. They have absolutely no trace of that quality upon which secure government rests so largely in Western Europe, the quality of being soothed by long words as if by an incantation. They do not call hunger “economic pressure”; they call it hunger. They do not call rich men “examples of capitalistic concentration,” they call them rich men. And this note of plainness and of something nobly prosaic is as characteristic of Gorky, in some ways the most modern, and sophisticated of Russian authors, as it is of Tolstoy or any of the Tolstoyan type of mind. The very title of this story strike the note of this sudden and simple vision. The philanthropist writing long letters to the Daily Telegraph says, of men living in a slum, that “their degeneration is of such a kind as almost to pass the limits of the semblance of humanity,” and we read the whole thing with a tepid assent as we should read phrases about the virtues of Queen Victoria or the dignity of the House of Commons.


    The Russian novelist, when he describes a dosshouse, says, “Creatures that once were Men.” And we are arrested, and regard the facts as a kind of terrible fairy tale. This story is a test case of the Russian manner, for it is in itself a study of decay, a study of failure, and a study of old age. And yet the author is forced to write even of staleness freshly; and though he is treating of the world as seen by eyes darkened or blood-shot with evil experience, his own eyes look out upon the scene with a clarity that is almost babyish. Through all runs that curious Russian sense that every man is only a man, which, if the Russians ever are a democracy, will make them the most democratic democracy that the world has ever seen. Take this passage, for instance, from the austere conclusion of “Creatures that once were Men”:


    Petunikoff smiled the smile of the conqueror and went back into the dosshouse, but suddenly he stopped and trembled. At the door facing him stood an old man with a stick in his hand and a large bag on his back, a horrible old man in rags and tatters, which covered his bony figure. He bent under the weight of his burden, and lowered his head on his breast, as if he wished to attack the merchant.


    “What are you? Who are you?” shouted Petunikoff.


    “A man . . .” he answered, In a hoarse voice. This hoarseness pleased and tranquillized Petunikoff, he even smiled.


    “A man! And are there really men like you?” Stepping aside, he let the old man pass. He went, saying slowly:


    “Men are of various kinds . . . as God wills . . . There are worse than me . . . still worse. . . Yes. . . .”


    Here, in the very act of describing a kind of a fall from humanity, Gorky expresses a sense of the strangeness and essential value of the human being which is far too commonly absent altogether from such complex civilizations as our own. To no Westerner, I am afraid, would it occur, when asked what he was, to say, “A man.” He would be a plasterer who had walked from Reading, or an iron-puddler who had been thrown out of work in Lancashire, or a University man who would be really most grateful for the loan of five shillings, or the son of a lieutenant-general living in Brighton, who would not have made such an application if he had not known that he was talking to another gentleman. With us it is not a question of men being of various kinds; with us the kinds are almost different animals. But in spite of all Gorky’s superficial scepticism and brutality, it is to him the fall from humanity, or the apparent fall from humanity, which is not merely great and lamentable, but essential and even mystical. The line between man and the beasts is one of the transcendental essentials of every religion; and it is, like most of the transcendental things of religion, identical with the main sentiments of the man of common sense. We feel this gulf when theologies say that it cannot be crossed. But we feel it quite as much (and that with a primal shudder) when philosophers or fanciful writers suggest that it might be crossed. And if any man wishes to discover whether or no he has really learned to regard the line between man and brute as merely relative and evolutionary, let him say again to himself those frightful words, “Creatures that once were Men.”


    G. K. CHESTERTON.
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    PART I


    
      
    


    In front of you is the main street, with two rows of miserable-looking huts with shuttered windows and old walls pressing on each other and leaning forward. The roofs of these time-worn habitations are full of holes, and have been patched here and there with laths; from underneath them project mildewed beams, which are shaded by the dusty-leaved elder-trees and crooked white willow — pitiable flora of those suburbs inhabited by the poor.


    The dull green time-stained panes of the windows look upon each other with the cowardly glances of cheats. Through the street and toward the adjacent mountain runs the sinuous path, winding through the deep ditches filled with rain-water. Here and there are piled heaps of dust and other rubbish — either refuse or else put there purposely to keep the rain-water from flooding the houses. On the top of the mountain, among green gardens with dense foliage, beautiful stone houses lie hidden; the belfries of the churches rise proudly toward the sky, and their gilded crosses shine beneath the rays of the sun. During the rainy weather the neighboring town pours its water into this main road, which, at other times, is full of its dust, and all these miserable houses seem, as it were, thrown by some powerful hand into that heap of dust, rubbish, and rainwater.


    They cling to the ground beneath the high mountain, exposed to the sun, surrounded by decaying refuse, and their sodden appearance impresses one with the same feeling as would the half-rotten trunk of an old tree.


    At the end of the main street, as if thrown out of the town, stood a two-storied house, which had been rented from Petunikoff, a merchant and resident of the town. It was in comparatively good order, being farther from the mountain, while near it were the open fields, and about half-a-mile away the river ran its winding course.


    This large old house had the most dismal aspect amid its surroundings. The walls bent outward, and there was hardly a pane of glass in any of the windows, except some of the fragments, which looked like the water of the marshes — dull green. The spaces of wall between the windows were covered with spots, as if time were trying to write there in hieroglyphics the history of the old house, and the tottering roof added still more to its pitiable condition. It seemed as if the whole building bent toward the ground, to await the last stroke of that fate which should transform it into a chaos of rotting remains, and finally into dust.


    The gates were open, one-half of them displaced and lying on the ground at the entrance, while between its bars had grown the grass, which also covered the large and empty court-yard. In the depths of this yard stood a low, iron-roofed, smoke-begrimed building. The house itself was of course unoccupied, but this shed, formerly a blacksmith’s forge, was now turned into a “dosshouse,” kept by a retired captain named Aristid Fomich Kuvalda.


    In the interior of the dosshouse was a long, wide and grimy board, measuring some 28 by 70 feet. The room was lighted on one side by four small square windows, and on the other by a wide door. The unpainted brick walls were black with smoke, and the ceiling, which was built of timber, was almost black. In the middle stood a large stove, the furnace of which served as its foundation, and around this stove and along the walls were also long, wide boards, which served as beds for the lodgers. The walls smelt of smoke, the earthen floor of dampness, and the long, wide board of rotting rags.


    The place of the proprietor was on the top of the stove, while the boards surrounding it were intended for those who were on good terms with the owner, and who were honored by his friendship. During the day the captain passed most of his time sitting on a kind of bench, made by himself by placing bricks against the wall of the court-yard, or else in the eating-house of Egor Yavilovitch, which was opposite the house, where he took all his meals and where he also drank vodki.


    Before renting this house, Aristid Kuvalda had kept a registry office for servants in the town. If we look further back into his former life, we shall find that he once owned printing works, and previous to this, in his own words, he “just lived! And lived well too, Devil take it, and like one who knew how!”


    He was a tall, broad-shouldered man of fifty, with a raw-looking face, swollen with drunkenness, and with a dirty yellowish beard.


    His eyes were large and gray, with an insolent expression of happiness. He spoke in a bass voice and with a sort of grumbling sound in his throat, and he almost always held between his teeth a German china pipe with a long bowl. When he was angry the nostrils of his big, crooked red nose swelled, and his lips trembled, exposing to view two rows of large and wolf-like yellow teeth. He had long arms, was lame, and always dressed in an old officer’s uniform, with a dirty, greasy cap with a red band, a hat without a brim, and ragged felt boots which reached almost to his knees. In the morning, as a rule, he had a heavy drunken headache, and in the evening he caroused. However much he drank, he was never drunk, and so was always merry.


    In the evenings he received lodgers, sitting on his brick-made bench with his pipe in his mouth.


    “Whom have we here?” he would ask the ragged and tattered object approaching him, who had probably been chucked out of the town for drunkenness, or perhaps for some other reason not quite so simple. And after the man had answered him, he would say, “Let me see legal papers in confirmation of your lies.” And if there were such papers they were shown. The captain would then put them in his bosom, seldom taking any interest in them, and would say: “Everything is in order. Two kopecks for the night, ten kopecks for the week, and thirty kopecks for the month. Go and get a place for yourself, and see that it is not other people’s, or else they will blow you up. The people that live here are particular.”


    “Don’t you sell tea, bread, or anything to eat?”


    “I trade only in walls and roofs, for which I pay to the swindling proprietor of this hole — Judas Petunikoff, merchant of the second guild — five roubles a month,” explained Kuvalda in a business-like tone. “Only those come to me who are not accustomed to comfort and luxuries. . .but if you are accustomed to eat every day, then there is the eating-house opposite. But it would be better for you if you left off that habit. You see you are not a gentleman. What do you eat? You eat yourself!”


    For such speeches, delivered in a strictly business-like manner, and always with smiling eyes, and also for the attention he paid to his lodgers, the captain was very popular among the poor of the town. It very often happened that a former client of his would appear, not in rags, but in something more respectable and with a slightly happier face.


    “Good-day, your honor, and how do you do?”


    “Alive, in good health! Go on.”


    “Don’t you know me?”


    “I did not know you.”


    “Do you remember that I lived with you last winter for nearly a month . . . when the fight with the police took place, and three were taken away?”


    “My brother, that is so. The police do come even under my hospitable roof!”


    “My God! You gave a piece of your mind to the police inspector of this district!”


    “Wouldn’t you accept some small hospitality from me? When I lived with you, you were. . . .”


    “Gratitude must be encouraged because it is seldom met with. You seem to be a good man, and, though I don’t remember you, still I will go with you into the public-house and drink to your success and future prospects with the greatest pleasure.”


    “You seem always the same . . . Are you always joking?”


    “What else can one do, living among you unfortunate men?”


    They went. Sometimes the Captain’s former customer, uplifted and unsettled by the entertainment, returned to the dosshouse, and on the following morning they would again begin treating each other till the Captain’s companion would wake up to realize that he had spent all his money in drink.


    “Your honor, do you see that I have again fallen into your hands? What shall we do now?”


    “The position, no doubt, is not a very good one, but still you need not trouble about it,” reasoned the Captain. “You must, my friend, treat everything indifferently, without spoiling yourself by philosophy, and without asking yourself any question. To philosophize is always foolish; to philosophize with a drunken headache, ineffably so. Drunken headaches require vodki, and not the remorse of conscience or gnashing of teeth . . . save your teeth, or else you will not be able to protect yourself. Here are twenty kopecks. Go and buy a bottle of vodki for five kopecks, hot tripe or lungs, one pound of bread and two cucumbers. When we have lived off our drunken headache we will think of the condition of affairs. . . .”


    As a rule the consideration of the “condition of affairs” lasted some two or three days, and only when the Captain had not a farthing left of the three roubles or five roubles given him by his grateful customer did he say: “You came! Do you see? Now that we have drunk everything with you, you fool, try again to regain the path of virtue and soberness. It has been truly said that if you do not sin, you will not repent, and, if you do not repent, you shall not be saved. We have done the first, and to repent is useless. Let us make direct for salvation. Go to the river and work, and if you think you cannot control yourself, tell the contractor, your employer, to keep your money, or else give it to me. When you get sufficient capital, I will get you a pair of trousers and other things necessary to make you seem a respectable and hard-working man, persecuted by fate. With decent-looking trousers you can go far. Now then, be off!”


    Then the client would go to the river to work as a porter, smiling the while over the Captain’s long and wise speeches. He did not distinctly understand them, but only saw in front of him two merry eyes, felt their encouraging influence, and knew that in the loquacious Captain he had an arm that would assist him in time of need.


    And really it happened very often that, for a month or so, some ticket-of-leave client, under the strict surveillance of the Captain, had the opportunity of raising himself to a condition better than that to which, thanks to the Captain’s cooperation, he had fallen.


    “Now, then, my friend!” said the Captain, glancing critically at the restored client, “we have a coat and jacket. When I had respectable trousers I lived in town like a respectable man. But when the trousers wore out, I, too, fell off in the opinion of my fellow-men and had to come down here from the town. Men, my fine mannikin, judge everything by the outward appearance, while, owing to their foolishness, the actual reality of things is incomprehensible to them. Make a note of this on your nose, and pay me at least half your debt. Go in peace; seek, and you may find.”


    “How much do I owe you, Aristid Fomich?” asks the client, in confusion.


    “One rouble and 70 kopecks . . . Now, give me only one rouble, or, if you like, 70 kopecks, and as for the rest, I shall wait until you have earned more than you have now by stealing or by hard work, it does not matter to me.”


    “I thank you humbly for your kindness!” says the client, touched to the heart. “Truly you are a kind man . . .; Life has persecuted you in vain . . . What an eagle you would have been in your own place!”


    The Captain could not live without eloquent speeches.


    “What does ‘in my own place’ mean? No one really knows his own place in life, and every one of us crawls into his harness. The place of the merchant Judas Petunikoff ought to be in penal servitude, but he still walks through the streets in daylight, and even intends to build a factory. The place of our teacher ought to be beside a wife and half-a-dozen children, but he is loitering in the public-house of Vaviloff.


    “And then, there is yourself. You are going to seek a situation as a hall porter or waiter, but I can see that you ought to be a soldier in the army, because you are no fool, are patient and understand discipline. Life shuffles us like cards, you see, and it is only accidentally, and only for a time, that we fall into our own places!”


    Such farewell speeches often served as a preface to the continuation of their acquaintance, which again began with drinking and went so far that the client would spend his last farthing. Then the Captain would stand him treat, and they would drink all they had.


    A repetition of similar doings did not affect in the least the good relations of the parties.


    The teacher mentioned by the Captain was another of those customers who were thus reformed only in order that they should sin again. Thanks to his intellect, he was the nearest in rank to the Captain, and this was probably the cause of his falling so low as dosshouse life, and of his inability to rise again. It was only with him that Aristid Kuvalda could philosophize with the certainty of being understood. He valued this, and when the reformed teacher prepared to leave the dosshouse in order to get a corner in town for himself, then Aristid Kuvalda accompanied him so sorrowfully and sadly that it ended, as a rule, in their both getting drunk and spending all their money. Probably Kuvalda arranged the matter intentionally so that the teacher could not leave the dosshouse, though he desired to do so with all his heart. Was it possible for Aristid Kuvalda, a nobleman (as was evident from his speeches), one who was accustomed to think, though the turn of fate may have changed his position, was it possible for him not to desire to have close to him a man like himself? We can pity our own faults in others.


    This teacher had once taught at an institution in one of the towns on the Volga, but in consequence of some story was dismissed. After this he was a clerk in a tannery, but again had to leave. Then he became a librarian in some private library, subsequently following other professions. Finally, after passing examinations in law he became a lawyer, but drink reduced him to the Captain’s dosshouse. He was tall, round-shouldered, with a long, sharp nose and bald head. In his bony and yellow face, on which grew a wedge-shaped beard, shone large, restless eyes, deeply sunk in their sockets, and the corners of his mouth drooped sadly down. He earned his bread, or rather his drink, by reporting for the local papers. He sometimes earned as much as fifteen roubles. These he gave to the Captain and said:


    “It is enough. I am going back into the bosom of culture. Another week’s hard work and I shall dress respectably, and then Addio, mio caro!”


    “Very exemplary! As I heartily sympathize with your decision, Philip, I shall not give you another glass all this week,” the Captain warned him sternly.


    “I shall be thankful! . . . You will not give me one drop?”


    The Captain beard in his voice a beseeching note to which he turned a deaf ear.


    “Even though you roar, I shall not give it you!”


    “As you like, then,” sighed the teacher, and went away to continue his reporting.


    But after a day or two he would return tired and thirsty, and would look at the Captain with a beseeching glance out of the corners of his eyes, hoping that his friend’s heart would soften.


    The Captain in such cases put on a serious face and began speaking with killing irony on the theme of weakness of character, of the animal delight of intoxication, and on such subjects as suited the occasion. One must do him justice: he was captivated by his role of mentor and moralist, but the lodgers dogged him, and, listening sceptically to his exhortations to repentance, would whisper aside to each other:


    “Cunning, skilful, shifty rogue! I told you so, but you would not listen. It’s your own fault!”


    “His honor is really a good soldier. He goes first and examines the road behind him!”


    The teacher then hunted here and there till he found his friend again in some corner, and grasping his dirty coat, trembling and licking his dry lips, looked into his face with a deep, tragic glance, without articulate words.


    “Can’t you?” asked the Captain sullenly.


    The teacher answered by bowing his head and letting it fall on his breast, his tall, thin body trembling the while.


    “Wait another day . . . perhaps you will be all right then,” proposed Kuvalda. The teacher sighed, and shook his head hopelessly.


    The Captain saw that his friend’s thin body trembled with the thirst for the poison, and took some money from his pocket.


    “In the majority of cases it is impossible to fight against fate,” said he, as if trying to justify himself before someone.


    But if the teacher controlled himself for a whole week, then there was a touching farewell scene between the two friends, which ended as a rule in the eating-house of Vaviloff. The teacher did not spend all his money, but spent at least half on the children of the main street. The poor are always rich in children, and in the dirt and ditches of this street there were groups of them from morning to night, hungry, naked and dirty. Children are the living flowers of the earth, but these had the appearance of flowers that have faded prematurely, because they grew in ground where there was no healthy nourishment. Often the teacher would gather them round him, would buy them bread, eggs, apples and nuts, and take them into the fields by the river side. There they would sit and greedily eat everything he offered them, after which they would begin to play, filling the fields for a mile around with careless noise and laughter. The tall, thin figure of the drunkard towered above these small people, who treated him familiarly, as if he were one of their own age. They called him “Philip,” and did not trouble to prefix “Uncle” to his name. Playing around him, like little wild animals, they pushed him, jumped upon his back, beat him upon his bald head, and caught hold of his nose. All this must have pleased him, as he did not protest against such liberties. He spoke very little to them, and when he did so he did it cautiously as if afraid that his words would hurt or contaminate them. He passed many hours thus as their companion and plaything, watching their lively faces with his gloomy eyes.


    Then he would thoughtfully and slowly direct his steps to the eating-house of Vaviloff, where he would drink silently and quickly till all his senses left him.


    * * * * * * * * * *


    
      
    


    Almost every day after his reporting he would bring a newspaper, and then gather round him all these creatures that once were men. On seeing him, they would come forward from all corners of the court-yard, drunk, or suffering from drunken headache, dishevelled, tattered, miserable, and pitiable. Then would come the barrel-like, stout Aleksei Maksimoviteh Simtsoff, formerly Inspector of Woods and Forests, under the Department of Appendages, but now trading in matches, ink, blacking, and lemons. He was an old man of sixty, in a canvas overcoat and a wide-brimmed hat, the greasy borders of which hid his stout, fat, red face. He had a thick white beard, out of which a small red nose turned gaily heavenward. He had thick, crimson lips and watery, cynical eyes. They called him “Kubar”, a name which well described his round figure an buzzing speech. After him, Kanets appeared from some corner — a dark, sad-looking, silent drunkard: then the former governor of the prison, Luka Antonovitch Martyanoff, a man who existed on “remeshok,” “trilistika” and “bankovka,” * and many such cunning games, not much appreciated by the police.


    Note by translator. — Well-known games or chance, played by the lower classes. The police specially endeavor to stop them, but unsuccessfully.


    He would throw his hard and oft-scourged body on the grass beside the teacher, and, turning his eyes round and scratching his head, would ask in a hoarse, bass voice, “May I?”


    Then appeared Pavel Solntseff, a man of thirty years of age, suffering from consumption. The ribs of his left side had been broken in a quarrel, and the sharp, yellow face, like that of a fox, always wore a malicious smile. The thin lips, when opened, exposed two rows of decayed black teeth, and the rags on his shoulders swayed backward and forward as if they were hung on a clothes pole. They called him “Abyedok.” He hawked brushes and bath brooms of his own manufacture, good, strong brushes made from a peculiar kind of grass.


    Then followed a lean and bony man of whom no one knew anything, with a frightened expression in his eyes, the left one of which had a squint. He was silent and timid, and had been imprisoned three times for theft by the High Court of Justice and the Magisterial Courts. His family name was Kiselnikoff, but they called him Paltara Taras, because he was a head and shoulders taller than his friend, Deacon Taras, who had been degraded from his office for drunkenness and immorality. The Deacon was a short, thick-set person, with the chest of an athlete and a round, strong head. He danced skilfully, and was still more skilful at swearing. He and Paltara Taras worked in the wood on the banks of the river, and in free hours he told his friend or any one who would listen, “Tales of my own composition,” as he used to say. On hearing these stories, the heroes of which always seemed to be saints, kings, priests, or generals, even the inmates of the dosshouse spat and rubbed their eyes in astonishment at the imagination of the Deacon, who told them shameless tales of lewd, fantastic adventures, with blinking eyes and a passionless expression of countenance.


    The imagination of this man was powerful and inexhaustible; he could go on relating and composing all day, from morning to night, without once repeating what he had said before. In his expression you sometimes saw the poet gone astray, sometimes the romancer, and he always succeeded in making his tales realistic by the effective and powerful words in which he told them.


    There was also a foolish young man called Kuvalda Meteor. One night he came to sleep in the dosshouse, and had remained ever since among these men, much to their astonishment. At first they did not take much notice of him. In the daytime, like all the others, he went away to find something to eat, but at nights he always loitered around this friendly company till at last the Captain took notice of him.


    “Boy! What business have you here on this earth?”


    The boy answered boldly and stoutly:


    “I am a barefooted tramp. . . .”


    The Captain looked critically at him. This youngster had long hair and a weak face, with prominent cheekbones and a turned-up nose. He was dressed in a blue blouse without a waistband, and on his head he wore the remains of a straw hat, while his feet were bare.


    “You are a fool!” decided Aristid Kuvalda. “what are you knocking about here for? You are of absolutely no use to us . . . Do you drink vodki? . . . No? . . . Well, then, can you steal?” Again, “No.” “Go away, learn, and come back again when you know something, and are a man. . . .”


    The youngster smiled. “No. I shall live with you.”


    “Why?”


    “Just because. . . .”


    “Oh, you . . . Meteor!” said the Captain.


    “I will break his teeth for him,” said Martyanoff.


    “And why?” asked the youngster.


    “Just because. . . .”


    “And I will take a stone and hit you on the head,” the young man answered respectfully.


    Martyanoff would have broken his bones, had not Kuvalda interrupted with: “Leave him alone. . .Is this a home to you or even to us? You have no sufficient reason to break his teeth for him. You have no better reason than he for living with us.”


    “Well, then, Devil take him! . . . We all live in the world without sufficient reason . . . We live, and why? Because! He also because . . . let him alone. . . .”


    “But it is better for you, young man, to go away from us,” the teacher advised him, looking him up and down with his sad eyes. He made no answer, but remained. And they soon became accustomed to his presence, and ceased to take any notice of him. But he lived among them, and observed everything.


    The above were the chief members of the Captain’s company, and he called them with kind-hearted sarcasm “Creatures that once were Men.” For though there were men who had experienced as much of the bitter irony of fate as these men; yet they were not fallen so low.


    Not infrequently, respectable men belonging to the cultured classes are inferior to those belonging to the peasantry, and it is always a fact that the depraved man from the city is immeasurably worse than the depraved man from the village. This fact was strikingly illustrated by the contrast between the formerly well-educated men and the mujiks who were living in Kuvalda’s shelter.


    The representative of the latter class was an old mujik called Tyapa. Tall and angular, he kept his head in such a position that his chin touched his breast. He was the Captain’s first lodger, and it was said of him that he had a great deal of money hidden somewhere, and for its sake had nearly had his throat cut some two years ago: ever since then he carried his head thus. Over his eyes hung grayish eyebrows, and, looked at in profile, only his crooked nose was to be seen. His shadow reminded one of a poker. He denied that he had money, and said that they “only tried to cut his throat out of malice,” and from that day he took to collecting rags, and that is why his head was always bent as if incessantly looking on the ground. When he went about shaking his head, and minus a walking-stick in his hand, and a bag on his back — the signs of his profession — he seemed to be thinking almost to madness, and, at such times, Kuvalda spoke thus, pointing to him with his finger:


    “Look, there is the conscience of Merchant Judas Petunikoff. See how disorderly, dirty, and low is the escaped conscience.”


    Tyapa, as a rule, spoke in a hoarse and hardly audible voice, and that is why he spoke very little, and loved to be alone. But whenever a stranger, compelled to leave the village, appeared in the dosshouse, Tyapa seemed sadder and angrier, and followed the unfortunate about with biting jeers and a wicked chuckling in his throat. He either put some beggar against him, or himself threatened to rob and beat him, till the frightened mujik would disappear from the dosshouse and never more be seen. Then Tyapa was quiet again, and would sit in some corner mending his rags, or else reading his Bible, which was as dirty, worn, and old as himself. Only when the teacher brought a newspaper and began reading did he come from his corner once more. As a rule, Tyapa listened to what was read silently and sighed often, without asking anything of anyone. But once when the teacher, having read the paper, wanted to put it away, Tyapa stretched out his bony hand, and said, “Give it to me. . . .”


    “What do you want it for?”


    “Give it to me . . . Perhaps there is something in it about us. . . .”


    “About whom?”


    “About the village.”


    They laughed at him, and threw him the paper. He took it, and read in it how in the village the hail had destroyed the cornfields, how in another village fire destroyed thirty houses, and that in a third a woman had poisoned her family — in fact, everything that it is customary to write of — everything, that is to say, which is bad, and which depicts only the worst side of the unfortunate village.


    Tyapa read all this silently and roared, perhaps from sympathy, perhaps from delight at the sad news.


    He passed the whole Sunday in reading his Bible, and never went out collecting rags on that day. While reading, he groaned and sighed continually. He kept the book close to his breast, and was angry with any one who interrupted him or who touched his Bible.


    “Oh, you drunken blackguard,” said Kuvalda to him, “what do you understand of it?”


    “Nothing, wizard! I don’t understand anything, and I do not read any books . . . But I read. . . .”


    “Therefore you are a fool . . .” said the Captain, decidedly. “When there are insects in your head, you know it is uncomfortable, but if some thoughts enter there too, how will you live then, you old toad?”


    “I have not long to live,” said Tyapa, quietly.


    Once the teacher asked how he had learned to read.


    “In prison,” answered Tyapa shortly.


    “Have you been there?”


    “I was there.”


    “For what?”


    “Just so . . . It was a mistake . . . But I brought the Bible out with me from there. A lady gave it to me . . . It is good in prison, brother.”


    “Is that so? And why?”


    “It teaches one . . . I learned to read there . . . I also got this book . . . And all these you see, free. . . .”


    When the teacher appeared in the dosshouse, Tyapa had already lived there for some time. He looked long into the teacher’s face, as if to discover what kind of a man he was.


    Tyapa often listened to his conversation, and once, sitting down beside him, said:


    “I see you are very learned . . . Have you read the Bible?”


    “I have read it. . . .”


    “I see; I see . . . Can you remember it?”


    “Yes . . . I remember it. . . .”


    Then the old man leaned to one side and gazed at the other with a serious, suspicious glance.


    “There were the Amalekites, do you remember?”


    “Well?”


    “Where are they now?”


    “Disappeared . . . Tyapa . . . died out. . . .”


    The old man was silent, then asked again: “And where are the Philistines?”


    “These also. . . .”


    “Have all these died out?”


    “Yes . . . all. . . .”


    “And so . . . we also will die out?”


    “There will come a time when we also will die,” said the teacher indifferently.


    “And to what tribe of Israel do we belong?”


    The teacher looked at him, and began telling him about Scythians and Slavs. . . .


    The old man became all the more frightened, and glanced at his face.


    “You are lying!” he said scornfully, when the teacher had finished.


    “What lie have I told?” asked the teacher.


    “You mentioned tribes that are not mentioned in the Bible.”


    He got up and walked away, angry and deeply insulted.


    “You will go mad, Tyapa,” called the teacher after him with conviction.


    Then the old man came back again, and stretching out his hand, threatened him with his crooked and dirty finger.


    “God made Adam — from Adam were descended the Jews, that means that all people are descended from Jews . . . and we also. . . .”


    “Well?”


    “Tartars are descended from Ishmael, but he also came of the Jews. . . .”


    “What do you want to tell me all this for?”


    “Nothing! Only why do you tell lies?” Then he walked away, leaving his companion in perplexity. But after two days he came again and sat by him.


    “You are learned . . . Tell me, then, whose descendants are we? Are we Babylonians, or who are we?”


    “We are Slavs, Tyapa,” said the teacher, and attentively awaited his answer, wishing to understand him.


    “Speak to me from the Bible. There are no such men there.”


    Then the teacher began criticizing the Bible. The old man listened, and interrupted him after a long while.


    “Stop . . . Wait! That means that among people known to God there are no Russians? We are not known to God? Is it so? God knew all those who are mentioned in the Bible . . . He destroyed them by sword and fire, He destroyed their cities; but He also sent prophets to teach them.


    “That means that He also pitied them. He scattered the Jews and the Tartars . . . But what about us? Why have we prophets no longer?”


    “Well, I don’t know!” replied the teacher, trying to understand the old man. But the latter put his hand on the teacher’s shoulder, and slowly pushed him backward and forward, and his throat made a noise as if he were swallowing something. . . .


    “Tell me! You speak so much . . . as if you knew everything. It makes me sick to listen to you . . . you darken my soul . . . I should be better pleased if you were silent. Who are we, eh? Why have we no prophets? Ha, ha! . . . Where were we when Christ walked on this earth? Do you see? And you too, you are lying . . . Do you think that all die out? The Russian people will never disappear . . . You are lying. It has been written in the Bible, only it is not known what name the Russians are given. Do you see what kind of people they are? They are numberless . . . How many villages are there on the earth? Think of all the people who live on it, so strong, go numerous I And you say that they will die out; men shall die, but God wants the people, God the Creator of the earth! The Amalekites did not die out. They are either German or French . . . But you, eh, you! Now then, tell me why we are abandoned by God? Have we no punishments nor prophets from the Lord? Who then will teach us?” Tyapa spoke strongly and plainly, and there was faith in his words.


    He had been speaking a long time, and the teacher, who was generally drunk and in a speechless condition, could not stand it any longer. He looked at the dry, wrinkled old man, felt the great force of these words, and suddenly began to pity himself. He wished to say something so strong and convincing to the old man that Tyapa would be disposed in his favor; he did not wish to speak in such a serious, earnest way, but in a soft and fatherly tone. And the teacher felt as if something were rising from his breast into his throat . . . But he could not find any powerful words.


    “What kind of a man are you? . . . Your soul seems to be torn away — and you still continue speaking . . . as if you knew something . . . It would be better if you were silent.”


    “Ah, Tyapa, what you say is true,” replied the teacher sadly. “The people . . . you are right . . . they are numberless . . . but I am a stranger to them . . . and they are strangers to me . . . Do you see where the tragedy of my life is hidden? . . . But let me alone! I shall suffer . . . and there are no prophets also . . . No. You are right, I speak a great deal . . . But it is no good to anyone. I shall be always silent . . . Only don’t speak with me like this . . . Ah, old man, you do not know . . . You do not know . . . And you cannot understand.”


    And in the end the teacher cried. He cried so easily and so freely, with such torrents of flowing tears, that he soon found relief. “You ought to go into a village . . . become a clerk or a teacher . . . You would be well fed there. What are you crying for?” asked Tyapa sadly.


    But the teacher was crying as if the tears quieted and comforted him.


    From this day they became friends, and the “creatures that once were men,” seeing them together, said: “The teacher is friendly with Tyapa . . . He wishes his money. Kuvalda must have put this into his head . . . To look about to see where the old man’s fortune is. . . .”


    Probably they did not believe what they said. There was one strange thing about these men, namely, that they painted themselves to others worse than they actually were. A man who has good in him does not mind sometimes showing his worse nature.


    * * * * * * * * * *


    
      
    


    When all these people were gathered round the teacher, then the reading of the newspaper would begin.


    “Well, what does the newspaper discuss to-day? Is there any feuilleton?”


    “No,” the teacher informs him.


    “Your publisher seems greedy . . . but is there any leader?”


    “There is one to-day . . . It appears to be by Gulyaeff.”


    “Aha! Come, out with it! He writes cleverly, the rascal.”


    “‘The taxation of immovable property,’” reads the teacher, “It was introduced some fifteen years ago, and up to the present it has served as the basis for collecting these taxes in aid of the city revenue. . . .’”


    “That is simple,” comments Captain Kuvalda. “It continues to serve. That is ridiculous. To the merchant who is moving about in the city, it is profitable that it should continue to serve. Therefore it does continue.”


    “The article, in fact, is written on the subject,” says the teacher.


    “Is it? That is strange, it is more a subject for a feuilleton.”


    “Such a subject must be treated with plenty of pepper. . . .”


    Then a short discussion begins. The people listen attentively, as only one bottle of vodki has been drunk.


    After the leader, they read the local events, then the court proceedings, and, if in the police court it reports that the defendant or plaintiff is a merchant, then Aristid Kuvalda sincerely rejoices. If someone has robbed the merchant, “That is good,” says he. “Only it is a pity they robbed him of so little.” If his horses have broken down, “It is sad that he is still alive.” If the merchant has lost his suit in court, “It is a pity that the costs were not double the amount.”


    “That would have been illegal,” remarks the teacher.


    “Illegal! But is the merchant himself legal?” inquires Kuvalda bitterly. “What is the merchant? Let us investigate this rough and uncouth phenomenon. First of all, every merchant is a mujik. He comes from a village, and in course of time becomes a merchant. In order to be a merchant, one must have money.


    “Where can the mujik get the money from? It is well known that he does not get it by honest hard work, and that means that the mujik, somehow or other, has been swindling. That is to say, a merchant is simply a dishonest mujik.”


    “Splendid!” cry the people, approving the orator’s deduction, and Tyapa bellows all the time, scratching his breast. He always bellows like this as he drinks his first glass of vodki, when he has a drunken headache. The Captain beams with joy. They next read the correspondence. This is, for the Captain, “an abundance of drinks,” as he himself calls it. He always notices how the merchants make this life abominable, and how cleverly they spoil everything. His speeches thunder at and annihilate merchants. His audience listens to him with the greatest pleasure, because he swears atrociously. “If I wrote for the papers,” he shouts, “I would show up the merchant in his true colors . . . I would show that he is a beast, playing for a time the role of a man. I understand him! He is a rough boor, does not know the meaning of the words ‘good taste,’ has no notion of patriotism, and his knowledge is not worth five kopecks.”


    Abyedok, knowing the Captain’s weak point, and fond of making other people angry, cunningly adds:


    “Yes, since the nobility began to make acquaintance with hunger, men have disappeared from the world. . . .”


    “You are right, you son of a spider and a toad. Yes, from the time that the noblemen fell, there have been no men. There are only merchants, and I hate them.”


    “That is easy to understand, brother, because you too, have been brought down by them. . . .”


    “I? I was ruined by love of life . . . Fool that I was, I loved life, but the merchant spoils it, and I cannot bear it, simply for this reason, and not because I am a nobleman. But if you want to know the truth, I was once a man, though I was not noble. I care now for nothing and nobody . . . and all my life has been tame — a sweetheart who has jilted me — therefore I despise life, and am indifferent to it.”


    “You lie!” says Abyedok.


    “I lie?” roars Aristid Kuvalda, almost crimson with anger.


    “Why shout?” comes in the cold sad voice of Martyanoff.


    “Why judge others? Merchants, noblemen. . .what have we to do with them?”


    “Seeing what we are” . . . puts in Deacon Taras.


    “Be quiet, Abyedok,” says the teacher good-naturedly.


    “Why do you provoke him?” He does not love either discussion or noise, and when they quarrel all around him his lips form into a sickly grimace, and he endeavors quietly and reasonably to reconcile each with the other, and if he does not succeed in this he leaves the company. Knowing this, the Captain, if he is not very drunk, controls himself, not wishing to lose, in the person of the teacher, one of the best of his listeners.


    “I repeat,” he continues, in a quieter tone, “that I see life in the hands of enemies, not only enemies of the noble but of everything good, avaricious and incapable of adorning existence in any way.”


    “But all the same, says the teacher, “merchants, so to speak, created Genoa, Venice, Holland — and all these were merchants, merchants from England, India, the Stroyanoff merchants. . . .”


    “I do not speak of these men, I am thinking of Judas Petunikoff, who is one of them. . . .”


    “And you say you have nothing to do with them?” asks the teacher quietly.


    “But do you think that I do not live? Aha! I do live, but I suppose I ought not to be angry at the fact that life is desecrated and robbed of all freedom by these men.”


    “And they dare to laugh at the kindly anger of the Captain, a man living in retirement?” says Abyedok teasingly.


    “Very well! I agree with you that I am foolish. Being a creature who was once a man, I ought to blot out from my heart all those feelings that once were mine. You may be right, but then how could I or any of you defend ourselves if we did away with all these feelings?”


    “Now then, you are talking sense,” says the teacher encouragingly.


    “We want other feelings and other views on life . . . We want something new. . .because we ourselves are a novelty in this life. . . .”


    “Doubtless this is most important for us,” remarks the teacher.


    “Why?” asks Kanets. “Is it not all the same whatever we say or think? We have not got long to live I am forty, you are fifty . . . there is no one among us younger than thirty, and even at twenty one cannot live such a life long.”


    “And what kind of novelty are we?” asked Abyedok mockingly.


    “Since nakedness has always existed”


    “Yes, and it created Rome,” said the teacher.


    “Yes, of course,” says the Captain, beaming with joy.


    “Romulus and Remus, eh? We also shall create when our time comes. . . .”


    “Violation of public peace,” interrupts Abyedok. He laughs in a self-satisfied way. His laughter is impudent and insolent, and is echoed by Simtsoff, the Deacon and Paltara Taras. The naive eyes of young Meteor light up, and his cheeks flush crimson.


    Kanets speaks, and it seems as if he were hammering their heads.


    “All these are foolish illusions . . . fiddlesticks!”


    It was strange to see them reasoning in this manner, these outcasts from life, tattered, drunken with vodki and wickedness, filthy and forlorn. Such conversations rejoiced the Captain’s heart. They gave him an opportunity of speaking more, and therefore he thought himself better than the rest. However low he may fall, a man can never deny himself the delight of feeling cleverer, more powerful, or even better fed than his companions. Aristid Kuvalda abused this pleasure, and never could have enough of it, much to the disgust of Abyedok, Kubar, and others of these creatures that once were men, who were less interested in such things.


    Politics, however, were more to the popular taste. The discussions as to the necessity of taking India or of subduing England were lengthy and protracted.


    Nor did they speak with less enthusiasm of the radical measure of clearing Jews off the face of the earth. On this subject Abyedok was always the first to propose dreadful plans to effect the desired end, but the Captain, always first in every other argument, did not join in this one. They also spoke much and impudently about women, but the teacher always defended them, and sometimes was very angry when they went so far as to pass the limits of decency. They all, as a rule, gave in to him, because they did not look upon him as a common person, and also because they wished to borrow from him on Saturdays the money which he had earned during the week. He had many privileges. They never beat him, for instance, on these occasions when the conversation ended in a free fight. He had the right to bring women into the dosshouse; a privilege accorded to no one else, as the Captain had previously warned them.


    “No bringing of women to my house,” he had said. “Women, merchants and philosophers, these are the three causes of my ruin. I will horsewhip anyone bringing in women. I will horsewhip the woman also . . . And as to the philosopher, I’ll knock his head off for him.” And notwithstanding his age he could have knocked anyone’s head off, for he possessed wonderful strength. Besides that, whenever he fought or quarrelled, he was assisted by Martyanoff, who was accustomed during a general fight to stand silently and sadly back to back with Kuvalda, when he became an all destroying and impregnable engine of war. Once when Simtsoff was drunk, he rushed at the teacher for no reason whatever, and getting hold of his head tore out a bunch of hair.


    Kuvalda, with one stroke of his fist in the other’s chest, sent him spinning, and he fell to the ground. He was unconscious for almost half-an-hour, and when he came to himself Kuvalda compelled him to eat the hair he had torn from the teacher’s head. He ate it, preferring this to being beaten to death.


    Besides reading newspapers, fighting and indulging in general conversation, they amused themselves by playing cards. They played without Martyanoff because he could not play honestly. After cheating several times, he openly confessed:


    “I cannot play without cheating . . . it is a habit of mine.”


    “Habits do get the better of you,” assented Deacon Taras. “I always used to beat my wife every Sunday after Mass, and when she died I cannot describe how extremely dull I felt every Sunday. I lived through one Sunday — it was dreadful, the second I still controlled myself, the third Sunday I struck my Asok. . . . She was angry and threatened to summon me. Just imagine if she had done so! On the fourth Sunday, I beat her just as if she were my own wife! After that I gave her ten roubles, and beat her according to my own rules till I married again!”


    “You are lying, Deacon! How could you marry a second time?” interrupted Abyedok.


    “Ay, just so . . . She looked after my house . . .”


    “Did you have any children?” asked the teacher.


    “Five of them . . . One was drowned . . . the oldest . . . he was an amusing boy! Two died of diphtheria . . . One of the daughters married a student and went with him to Siberia.


    “The other went to the University of St. Petersburg and died there . . . of consumption they say. Ye — es, there were five of them . . . Ecclesiastics are prolific, you know.” He began explaining why this was so, and they laughed till they nearly burst at his tales. When the laughter stopped, Aleksei Maksimovitch Simtsoff remembered that he too had once had a daughter.


    “Her name was Lidka . . . she was very stout. . . .”


    More than this he did not seem to remember, for he looked at them all, was silent and smiled . . . in a guilty way. Those men spoke very little to each other about their past, and they recalled it very seldom, and then only its general outlines. When they did mention it, it was in a cynical tone. Probably, this was just as well, since, in many people, remembrance of the past kills all present energy and deadens all hope for the future.


    * * * * * * * * * *


    
      
    


    On rainy, cold, or dull days in the late autumn, these “creatures that once were men” gathered in the eating-house of Vaviloff. They were well known there, where some feared them as thieves and rogues, and some looked upon them contemptuously as hard drinkers, although they respected them, thinking that they were clever.


    The eating-house of Vaviloff was the club of the main street, and the “creatures that once were men” were its most intellectual members.


    On Saturday evenings or Sunday mornings, when the eating-house was packed, the “creatures that once were men” were only too welcome guests. They brought with them, besides the forgotten and poverty-stricken inhabitants of the street, their own spirit, in which there was something that brightened the lives of men exhausted and worn out in the struggle for existence, as great drunkards as the inhabitants of Kuvalda’s shelter, and, like them, outcasts from the town. Their ability to speak on all subjects, their freedom of opinion, skill in repartee, courage in the presence of those of whom the whole street was in terror, together with their daring demeanor, could not but be pleasing to their companions. Then, too, they were well versed in law, and could advise, write petitions, and help to swindle without incurring the risk of punishment. For all this they were paid with vodki and flattering admiration of their talents.


    The inhabitants of the street were divided into two parties according to their sympathies. One was in favor of Kuvalda, who was thought “a good soldier, clever, and courageous”; the other was convinced of the fact that the teacher was “superior” to Kuvalda. The latter’s admirers were those who were known to be drunkards, thieves, and murderers, for whom the road from beggary to prison was inevitable. But those who respected the teacher were men who still had expectations, still hoped for better things, who were eternally occupied with nothing, and who were nearly always hungry.


    The nature of the teacher’s and Kuvalda’s relations toward the street may be gathered from the following:


    Once in the eating-house they were discussing the resolution passed by the Corporation regarding the main street, viz., that the inhabitants were to fill up the pits and ditches in the street, and that neither manure nor the dead bodies of domestic animals should be used for the purpose, but only broken tiles, etc., from the ruins of other houses.


    “Where am I going to get these same broken tiles and bricks? I could not get sufficient bricks together to build a hen-house,” plaintively said Mokei Anisimoff, a man who hawked kalaches (a sort of white bread) which were baked by his wife.


    “Where can you get broken bricks and lime rubbish? Take bags with you, and go and remove them from the Corporation buildings. They are so old that they are of no use to anyone, and you will thus be doing two good deeds; firstly, by repairing the main street; and secondly, by adorning the city with a new Corporation building.”


    “If you want horses, get them from the Lord Mayor, and take his three daughters, who seem quite fit for harness. Then destroy the house of Judas Petunikoff and pave the street with its timbers. By the way, Mokei, I know out of what your wife baked to-day’s kalaches; out of the frames of the third window and the two steps from the roof of Judas’ house.”


    When those present had laughed and joked sufficiently over the Captain’s proposal, the sober market gardener, Pavlyugus asked:


    “But seriously, what are we to do, your honor? . . . Eh? What do you think?”


    “I? I shall neither move hand nor foot. If they wish to clean the street, let them do it.”


    “Some of the houses are almost coming down. . . .”


    “Let them fall; don’t interfere; and when they fall ask help from the city. If they don’t give it you, then bring a suit in court against them! Where does the water come from? From the city! Therefore let the city be responsible for the destruction of the houses.”


    “They will say it is rain-water.”


    “Does it destroy the houses in the city? Eh? They take taxes from you, but they do not permit you to speak! They destroy your property and at the same time compel you to repair it!” And half the radicals in the street, convinced by the words of Kuvalda, decided to wait till the rain-water came down in huge streams and swept away their houses. The others, more sensible, found in the teacher a man who composed for them an excellent and convincing report for the Corporation. In this report the refusal of the street’s inhabitants to comply with the resolution of the Corporation was well explained that the Corporation actually entertained it. It was decided that the rubbish left after some repairs had been done to the barracks should be used for mending and filling up the ditches in their street, and for the transport of this five horses were given by the fire brigade. Still more, they even saw the necessity of laying a drain-pipe through the street. This and many other things vastly increased the popularity of the teacher. He wrote petitions for them and published various remarks in the newspapers.


    For instance, on one occasion Vaviloff’s customers noticed that the herrings and other provisions of the eating-house were not what they should be, and after a day or two they saw Vaviloff standing at the bar with the newspaper in his hand making a public apology.


    “It is true, I must acknowledge, that I bought old and not very good herrings, and the cabbage . . . also . . . was old. It is only too well known that anyone can put many a five-kopeck piece in his pocket in this way. And what is the result? It has not been a success; I was greedy, I own, but the cleverer man has exposed me, so we are quits. . . .”


    This confession made a very good impression on the people, and it also gave Vaviloff the opportunity of still feeding them with herrings and cabbages which were not good, though they failed to notice it, so much were they impressed.


    This incident was very significant, because it increased not only the teacher’s popularity, but also the effect of press opinion.


    It often happened, too, that the teacher read lectures on practical morality in the eating-house.


    “I saw you,” he said to the painter, Yashka Tyarin; “I saw you, Yakov, beating your wife. . . .”


    Yashka was “touched with paint” after having two glasses of vodki, and was in a slightly uplifted condition.


    The people looked at him, expecting him to make a row, and all were silent.


    “Did you see me? And how did it please you?” asks Yashka.


    The people control their laughter.


    “No; it did not please me,” replies the teacher. His tone is so serious that the people are silent.


    “You see I was just trying it,” said Yashka, with bravado, fearing that the teacher would rebuke him. “The wife is satisfied. . . She has not got up yet today. . . .”


    The teacher, who was drawing absently with his fingers on the table, said, “Do you see, Yakov, why this did not please me? . . . Let us go into the matter thoroughly, and understand what you are really doing, and what the result may be. Your wife is pregnant. You struck her last night on her sides and breast. That means that you beat not only her but the child too. You may have killed him, and your wife might have died or else have become seriously ill. To have the trouble of looking after a sick woman is not pleasant. It is wearing, and would cost you dear, because illness requires medicine, and medicine money. If you have not killed the child, you may have crippled him, and he will he born deformed, lop-sided, or hunch-backed. That means that he will not be able to work, and it is only too important to you that he should be a good workman. Even if he be born ill, it will be bad enough, because he will keep his mother from work, and will require medicine. Do you see what you are doing to yourself? Men who live by hard work must be strong and healthy, and they should have strong and healthy children . . . Do I speak truly?”


    “Yes,” assented the listeners.


    “But all this will never happen,” says Yashka, becoming rather frightened at the prospect held out to him by the teacher.


    “She is healthy, and I cannot have reached the child . . . She is a devil — a hag!” he shouts angrily. “I would . . . She will eat me away as rust eats iron.”


    “I understand, Yakov, that you cannot help beating your wife,” the teacher’s sad and thoughtful voice again breaks in. “You have many reasons for doing so . . . It is your wife’s character that causes you to beat her so incautiously . . . But your own dark and sad life. . . .”


    “You are right!” shouts Yakov. “We live in darkness, like the chimney-sweep when he is in the chimney!”


    “You are angry with your life, but your wife is patient; the closest relation to you — your wife, and you make her suffer for this, simply because you are stronger than she. She is always with you, and cannot get away. Don’t you see how absurd you are?”


    “That is so . . . Devil take it! But what shall I do? Am I not a man?”


    “Just so! You are a man. . . . I only wish to tell you that if you cannot help beating her, then beat her carefully and always remember that you may injure her health or that of the child. It is not good to beat pregnant women . . . on their belly or on their sides and chests . . . Beat her, say, on the neck . . . or else take a rope and beat her on some soft place. . . .”


    The orator finished his speech and looked upon his hearers with his dark, pathetic eyes, seeming to apologize to them for some unknown crime.


    The public understands it. They understand the morale of the creature who was once a man, the morale of the public-house and much misfortune.


    “Well, brother Yashka, did you understand? See how true it is!”


    Yakov understood that to beat her incautiously might be injurious to his wife. He is silent, replying to his companions’ jokes with confused smiles.


    “Then again, what is a wife?” philosophizes the baker, Mokei Anisimoff. “A wife . . . is a friend if we look at the matter in that way. She is like a chain, chained to you for life . . . and you are both just like galley slaves. And if you try to get away from her, you cannot, you feel the chain.”


    “Wait,” says Yakovleff; “but you beat your wife too.”


    “Did I say that I did not? I beat her . . . There is nothing else handy . . . Do you expect me to beat the wall with my fist when my patience is exhausted?”


    “I feel just like that too . . .” says Yakov.


    “How hard and difficult our life is, my brothers! There is no real rest for us anywhere!”


    “And even you beat your wife by mistake,” some one remarks humorously. And thus they speak till far on in the night or till they have quarrelled, the usual result of drink or of passions engendered by such discussions.


    The rain beats on the windows, and outside the cold wind is blowing. The eating-house is close with tobacco smoke, but it is warm, while the street is cold and wet. Now and then, the wind beats threateningly on the windows of the eating-house, as if bidding these men to come out and be scattered like dust over the face of the earth.


    Sometimes a stifled and hopeless groan is heard in its howling which again is drowned by cold, cruel laughter. This music fills one with dark, sad thoughts of the approaching winter, with its accursed short, sunless days and long nights, of the necessity of possessing warm garments and plenty to eat. It is hard to sleep through the long winter nights on an empty stomach. Winter is approaching. Yes, it is approaching . . . How to live?


    These gloomy forebodings created a strong thirst among the inhabitants of the main street, and the sighs of the “creatures that once were men” increased with the wrinkles on their brows, their voices became thick and their behavior to each other more blunt. And brutal crimes were committed among them, and the roughness of these poor unfortunate outcasts was apt to increase at the approach of that inexorable enemy, who transformed all their lives into one cruel farce. But this enemy could not be captured because it was invisible.


    Then they began beating each other brutally, and drank till they had drunk everything which they could pawn to the indulgent Vaviloff. And thus they passed the autumn days in open wickedness, in suffering which was eating their hearts out, unable to rise out of this vicious life and in dread of the still crueller days of winter.


    Kuvalda in such cases came to their assistance with his philosophy.


    “Don’t lose your temper, brothers, everything has an end, this is the chief characteristic of life.


    “The winter will pass, summer will follow . . . a glorious time, when the very sparrows are filled with rejoicing.” But his speeches did not have any effect — a mouthful of even the freshest and purest water will not satisfy a hungry man.


    Deacon Taras also tried to amuse the people by singing his songs and relating his tales. He was more successful, and sometimes his endeavors ended in a wild and glorious orgy at the eating-house. They sang, laughed and danced, and for hours behaved like madmen. After this they again fell into a despairing mood, sitting at the tables of the eating-house, in the black smoke of the lamp and the tobacco; sad and tattered, speaking lazily to each other, listening to the wild howling of the wind, and thinking how they could get enough vodki to deaden their senses.


    And their hand was against every man, and every man’s hand against them.


    PART II


    
      
    


    All things are relative in this world, and a man cannot sink into any condition so bad that it could not be worse. One day, toward the end of September, Captain Aristid Kuvalda was sitting, as was his custom, on the bench near the door of the dosshouse, looking at the stone building built by the merchant Petunikoff close to Vaviloff’s eating-house, and thinking deeply. This building, which was partly surrounded by woods, served the purpose of a candle factory.


    Painted red, as if with blood, it looked like a cruel machine which, though not working, opened a row of deep, hungry, gaping jaws, as if ready to devour and swallow anything. The gray wooden eating-house of Vaviloff, with its bent roof covered with patches, leaned against one of the brick walls of the factory, and seemed as if it were some large form of parasite clinging to it. The Captain was thinking that they would very soon be making new houses to replace the old building. “They will destroy the dosshouse even,” he reflected. “It will be necessary to look out for another, but such a cheap one is not to be found. It seems a great pity to have to leave a place to which one is accustomed, though it will be necessary to go, simply because some merchant or other thinks of manufacturing candles and soap.” And the Captain felt that if he could only make the life of such an enemy miserable, even temporarily, oh! with what pleasure he would do it!


    Yesterday, Ivan Andreyevitch Petunikoff was in the dosshouse yard with his son and an architect. They measured the yard and put small wooden sticks in various places, which, after the exit of Petunikoff and at the order of the Captain, Meteor took out and threw away. To the eyes of the Captain this merchant appeared small and thin. He wore a long garment like a frock-coat, a velvet cap, and high, well-cleaned boots. He had a thin face with prominent cheek-bones, a wedge-shaped grayish beard, and a high forehead seamed with wrinkles from beneath which shone two narrow, blinking, and observant gray eyes . . . a sharp, gristly nose, a small mouth with thin lips . . . altogether his appearance was pious, rapacious, and respectably wicked.


    “Cursed cross-bred fox and pig!” swore the Captain under his breath, recalling his first meeting with Petunikoff. The merchant came with one of the town councillors to buy the house, and seeing the Captain asked his companion:


    “Is this your lodger?”


    And from that day, a year and a half ago, there has been keen competition among the inhabitants of the dosshouse as to which can swear the hardest at the merchant. And last night there was a “slight skirmish with hot words,” as the Captain called it, between Petunikoff and himself. Having dismissed the architect the merchant approached the Captain.


    “What are you hatching?” asked he, putting his hand to his cap, perhaps to adjust it, perhaps as a salutation.


    “What are you plotting?” answered the Captain in the same tone. He moved his chin so that his beard trembled a little; a non-exacting person might have taken it for a bow; otherwise it only expressed the desire of the Captain to move his pipe from one corner of his mouth to the other. “You see, having plenty of money, I can afford to sit hatching it. Money is a good thing, and I possess it,” the Captain chaffed the merchant, casting cunning glances at him. “It means that you serve money, and not money you,” went on Kuvalda, desiring at the same time to punch the merchant’s belly.


    “Isn’t it all the same? Money makes life comfortable, but no money,” . . . and the merchant looked at the Captain with a feigned expression of suffering. The other’s upper lip curled, and exposed large, wolf-like teeth.


    “With brains and a conscience, it is possible to live without it. Men only acquire riches when they cease to listen to their conscience . . . the less conscience the more money!”


    “Just so; but then there are men who have neither money nor conscience.”


    “Were you just like what you are now when you were young?” asked Kuvalda simply. The other’s nostrils twitched. Ivan Andreyevitch sighed, passed his hand over his eyes and said:


    “Oh! When I was young I had to undergo a great many difficulties . . . Work! Oh! I did work!”


    “And you cheated, too, I suppose?”


    “People like you? Nobles? I should just think so! They used to grovel at my feet!”


    “You only went in for robbing, not murder, I suppose?” asked the Captain. Petunikoff turned pale, and hastily changed the subject.


    “You are a bad host. You sit while your guest stands.”


    “Let him sit, too,” said Kuvalda.


    “But what am I to sit on?”


    “On the earth . . . it will take any rubbish . . .”


    “You are the proof of that,” said Petunikoff quietly, while his eyes shot forth poisonous glances.


    And he went away, leaving Kuvalda under the pleasant impression that the merchant was afraid of him. If he were not afraid of him he would long ago have evicted him from the dosshouse.


    But then he would think twice before turning him out, because of the five roubles a month. And the Captain gazed with pleasure at Petunikoff’s back as he slowly retreated from the court-yard. Following him with his eyes, he noticed how the merchant passed the factory and disappeared into the wood, and he wished very much that he might fall and break all his bones. He sat imagining many horrible forms of disaster while watching Petunikoff, who was descending the hill into the wood like a spider going into its web. Last night he even imagined that the wood gave way before the merchant and he fell . . . but afterward he found that he had only been dreaming.


    And to-day, as always, the red building stands out before the eyes of Aristid Kuvalda, so plain, so massive, and clinging so strongly to the earth, that it seems to be sucking away all its life. It appears to be laughing coldly at the Captain with its gaping walls. The sun pours its rays on them as generously as it does on the miserable hovels of the main street.


    “Devil take the thing!” exclaimed the Captain, thoughtfully measuring the walls of the factory with his eyes. “If only . . . .” Trembling with excitement at the thought that had just entered his mind Aristid Kuvalda jumped up and ran to Vaviloff’s eating-house muttering to himself all the time.


    Vaviloff met him at the bar and gave him a friendly welcome.


    “I wish your honor good health!” He was of middle height and had a bald head, gray hair, and straight mustaches like tooth-brushes. Upright and neat in his clean jacket, he showed by every movement that he was an old soldier.


    “Egorka, show me the lease and plan of your house,” demanded Kuvalda impatiently.


    “I have shown it you before.” Vaviloff looked up suspiciously and closely scanned the Captain’s face.


    “Show it me!” shouted the Captain, striking the bar with his fist and sitting down on a stool close by.


    “But why?” asked Vaviloff, knowing that it was better to keep his wits about him when Kuvalda got excited.


    “You fool! Bring it at once.”


    Vaviloff rubbed his forehead, and turned his eyes to the ceiling in a tired way.


    “Where are those papers of yours?”


    There was no answer to this on the ceiling, so the old sergeant looked down at the floor, and began drumming with his fingers on the bar in a worried and thoughtful manner.


    “It’s no good your making wry faces!” shouted the Captain, for he had no great affection for him, thinking that a former soldier should rather have become a thief than an eating-house keeper.


    “Oh! Yes! Aristid Fomich, I remember now. They were left at the High Court of Justice at the time when I came into possession.”


    “Get along, Egorka! It is to your own interest to show me the plan, the title-deeds, and everything you have immediately. You will probably clear at least a hundred roubles over this, do you understand?”


    Vaviloff did not understand at all; but the Captain spoke in such a serious and convincing tone that the sergeant’s eyes burned with curiosity, and, telling him that he would see if the papers were in his desk, he went through the door behind the bar.


    Two minutes later he returned with the papers in his hand, and an expression of extreme astonishment on his face.


    “Here they are; the deeds about the damned houses!”


    “Ah! You . . . vagabond! And you pretend to have been a soldier, too!” And Kuvalda did not cease to belabor him with his tongue, as he snatched the blue parchment from his hands. Then, spreading the papers out in front of him, and excited all the more by Vaviloff’s inquisitiveness, the Captain began reading and bellowing at the same time. At last he got up resolutely, and went to the door, leaving all the papers on the bar, and saying to Vaviloff:


    “Wait! Don’t lift them!”


    Vaviloff gathered them lip, put them into the cashbox, and locked it, then felt the lock with his hand, to see if it were secure. After that, he scratched his bald head, thoughtfully, and went up on the roof of the eating-house. There he saw the Captain measuring the front of the house, and watched him anxiously, as he snapped his fingers, and began measuring the same line over again. Vaviloff’s face lit up suddenly, and he smiled happily.


    “Aristid, Fomich, is it possible?” he shouted, when the Captain came opposite to him.


    “Of course it is possible. There is more than one short in the front alone, and as to the depth I shall see immediately.”


    “The depth . . . seventy-three feet.”


    “What? Have you guessed, you shaved, ugly face?”


    “Of course, Aristid Fomich! If you have eyes you can see a thing or two,” shouted Vaviloff joyfully.


    A few minutes afterward they sat side by side in Vaviloff’s parlor, and the Captain was engaged in drinking large quantities of beer.


    “And so all the walls of the factory stand on your ground,” said he to the eating-house keeper. “Now, mind you show no mercy! The teacher will be here presently, and we will get him to draw up a petition to the court. As to the amount of the damages you will name a very moderate sum in order not to waste money in deed stamps, but we will ask to have the factory knocked down. This, you see, donkey, is the result of trespassing on other people’s property. It is a splendid piece of luck for you. We will force him to have the place smashed, and I can tell you it will be an expensive job for him. Off with you to the court. Bring pressure to bear on Judas. We will calculate how much it will take to break the factory down to its very foundations. We will make an estimate of it all, counting the time it will take too, and we will make honest Judas pay two thousand roubles besides.”


    “He will never give it!” cried Vaviloff, but his eyes shone with a greedy light.


    “You lie! He will give it . . . Use your brains . . . What else can he do? But look here, Egorka, mind you, don’t go in for doing it on the cheap. They are sure to fry to buy you off. Don’t sell yourself cheap. They will probably use threats, but rely upon us. . . .”


    The Captain’s eyes were alight with happiness, and his face with excitement. He worked upon Vaviloff’s greed, and urging upon him the importance of immediate action in the matter, went away in a very joyful and happy frame of mind.


    * * * * * * * * * *


    
      
    


    In the evening everyone was told of the Captain’s discovery, and they all began to discuss Petunikoff’s future predicament, painting in vivid colors his excitement and astonishment on the day the court messenger handed him the copy of the summons. The Captain felt himself quite a hero. He was happy and all his friends highly pleased. The heap of dark and tattered figures that lay in the courtyard made noisy demonstrations of pleasure. They all knew the merchant, Petunikoff, who passed them very often, contemptuously turning up his eyes and giving them no more attention than he bestowed on the other heaps of rubbish lying on the ground. He was well fed, and that exasperated them still more; and now how splendid it was that one of themselves had struck a hard blow at the selfish merchant’s purse! It gave them all the greatest pleasure. The Captain’s discovery was a powerful instrument in their hands. Every one of them felt keen animosity toward all those who were well fed and well dressed, but in some of them this feeling was only beginning to develop. Burning interest was felt by those “creatures that once were men” in the prospective fight between Kuvalda and Petunikoff, which they already saw in imagination.


    For a fortnight the inhabitants of the dosshouse awaited the further development of events, but Petunikoff never once visited the building. It was known that he was not in town, and that the copy of the petition had not yet been handed to him. Kuvalda raged at the delays of the civil court. It is improbable that anyone had ever awaited the merchant with such impatience as did this bare-footed brigade.


    “He isn’t even thinking of coming, the wretch! . . .”


    “That means that he does not love me!” sang Deacon Taras, leaning his chin on his hand and casting a humorous glance toward the mountain.


    At last Petunikoff appeared. He came in a respectable cart with his son playing the role of groom. The latter was a red-cheeked, nice-looking youngster, in a long square-cut overcoat. He wore smoked eyeglasses. They tied the horse to an adjoining tree, the son took the measuring instrument out of his pocket and gave it to his father, and they began to measure the ground. Both were silent and worried.


    “Aha!” shouted the Captain gleefully.


    All those who were in the dosshouse at the moment came out to look at them and expressed themselves loudly and freely in reference to the matter.


    “What does the habit of thieving mean? A man may sometimes make a big mistake when he steals, standing to lose more than he gets,” said the Captain, causing much laughter among his staff and eliciting various murmurs of assent.


    “Take care, you devil!” shouted Petunikoff, “lest I have you in the police court for your words!”


    “You can do nothing to me without witnesses . . . Your son cannot give evidence on your side” . . . the Captain warned him.


    “Look out all the same, you old wretch, you may be found guilty too!” And Petunikoff shook his fist at him. His son, deeply engrossed in his calculations, took no notice of the dark group of men, who were taking such a wicked delight in adding to his father’s discomfiture. He did not even once look in their direction.


    “The young spider has himself well in hand,” remarked Abyedok, watching young Petunikoff’s every movement and action. Having taken all the measurements he desired, Ivan Andreyevitch knit his brows, got into the cart, and drove away. His son went with a firm step into Vaviloff’s eating-house, and disappeared behind the door.


    “Ho, ho! That’s a determined young thief! . . . What will happen next, I wonder . . .?” asked Kuvalda.


    “Next? Young Petunikoff will buy out Egor Vaviloff,” said Abyedok with conviction, and smacked his lips as if the idea gave him great pleasure.


    “And you are glad of that?” Kuvalda asked him gravely.


    “I am always pleased to see human calculations miscarry,” explained Abyedok, rolling his eyes and rubbing his hands with delight. The Captain spat angrily on the ground and was silent. They all stood in front of the tumble-down building, and silently watched the doors of the eating-house. More than an hour passed thus.


    Then the doors opened and Petunikoff came out as silently as he had entered. He stopped for a moment, coughed, turned up the collar of his coat, glanced at the men, who were following all his movements with their eyes, and then went up the street toward the town.


    The Captain watched him for a moment, and turning to Abyedok said smilingly:


    “Probably you were right after all, you son of a scorpion and a wood-louse! You nose out every evil thing. Yes, the face of that young swindler shows that be has got what he wanted. . . I wonder how much Egorka has got out of them. He has evidently taken something . . . He is just the same sort of rogue that they are . . . they are all tarred with the same brush. He has got some money, and I’m damned if I did not arrange the whole thing for him! It is best to own my folly . . . Yes, life is against us all, brothers . . . and even when you spit upon those nearest to you, the spittle rebounds and hits your own face.”


    Having satisfied himself with this reflection, the worthy Captain looked round upon his staff. Every one of them was disappointed, because they all knew that something they did not expect had taken place between Petunikoff and Vaviloff, and they all felt that they had been insulted. The feeling that one is unable to injure anyone is worse than the feeling that one is unable to do good, because to do harm is far easier and simpler.


    “Well, why are we loitering here? We have nothing more to wait for . . . except the reward that I shall get out — out of Egorka, . . .” said the Captain, looking angrily at the eating-house. “So our peaceful life under the roof of Judas has come to an end.


    “Judas will now turn us out . . . So do not say that I have not warned you.”


    Kanets smiled sadly.


    “What are you laughing at, jailer?” Kuvalda asked.


    “Where shall I go then?”


    “That, my soul, is a question that fate will settle for you, so do not worry,” said the Captain thoughtfully, entering the dosshouse. “The creatures that once were men” followed him.


    “We can do nothing but await the critical moment,” said the Captain, walking about among them. “When they turn us out we shall seek a new place for ourselves, but at present there is no use spoiling our life by thinking of it . . . In times of crisis one becomes energetic . . . and if life were fuller of them and every moment of it so arranged that we were compelled to tremble for our lives all the time . . . By God! life would be livelier and even fuller of interest and energy than it is!”


    “That means that people would all go about cutting one another’s throats,” explained Abyedok smilingly.


    “Well, what about it?” asked the Captain angrily. He did not like to hear his thoughts illustrated.


    “Oh! Nothing! When a person wants to get anywhere quickly he whips up the horses, but of course it needs fire to make engines go. . . .”


    “Well, let everything go to the Devil as quickly as possible. I’m sure I should be pleased if the earth suddenly opened up or was burned or destroyed somehow . . . only I were left to the last in order to see the others consumed. . . .”


    “Ferocious creature!” smiled Abyedok.


    “Well, what of that? I . . . I was once a man . . . now I am an outcast . . . that means I have no obligations. It means that I am free to spit on everyone. The nature of my present life means the rejection of my past . . . giving up all relations toward men who are well fed and well dressed, and who look upon me with contempt because I am inferior to them in the matter of feeding or dressing. I must develop something new within myself, do you understand? Something that will make Judas Petunikoff and his kind tremble and perspire before me!”


    “Ah! You have a courageous tongue!” jeered Abyedok.


    “Yes . . . You miser!” And Kuvalda looked at him contemptuously. “What do you understand? What do you know? Are you able to think? But I have thought and I have read . . . books of which you could not have understood one word.”


    “Of course! One cannot eat soup out of one’s hand . . . But though you have read and thought, and I have not done that or anything else, we both seem to have got into pretty much the same condition, don’t we?”


    “Go to the Devil!” shouted Kuvalda. His conversations with Abyedok always ended thus. When the teacher was absent his speeches, as a rule, fell on the empty air, and received no attention, and he knew this, but still he could not help speaking. And now, having quarrelled with his companion, he felt rather deserted; but, still longing for conversation, he turned to Simtsoff with the following question:


    “And you, Aleksei Maksimovitch, where will you lay your gray head?”


    The old man smiled good-humoredly, rubbed his hands, and replied, “I do not know . . . I will see. One does not require much, just a little drink.”


    “Plain but honorable fare!” the Captain said. Simtsoff was silent, only adding that he would find a place sooner than any of them, because women loved him. This was true. The old man had, as a rule, two or three prostitutes, who kept him on their very scant earnings. They very often beat him, but he took this stoically. They somehow never beat him too much, probably because they pitied him. He was a great lover of women, and said they were the cause of all his misfortunes. The character of his relations toward them was confirmed by the appearance of his clothes, which, as a rule, were tidy, and cleaner than those of his companions. And now, sitting at the door of the dosshouse, he boastingly related that for a long time past Redka had been asking him to go and live with her, but he had not gone because he did not want to part with the company. They heard this with jealous interest. They all knew Redka. She lived very near the town, almost below the mountain. Not long ago, she had been in prison for theft. She was a retired nurse; a tall, stout peasant woman with a face marked by smallpox, but with very pretty, though always drunken, eyes.


    “Just look at the old devil!” swore Abyedok, looking at Simtsoff, who was smiling in a self-satisfied way.


    “And do you know why they love me? Because I know how to cheer up their souls.”


    “Do you?” inquired Kuvalda.


    “And I can make them pity me . . . And a woman, when she pities! Go and weep to her, and ask her to kill you . . . she will pity you — and she will kill you.”


    “I feel inclined to commit a murder,” declared Martyanoff, laughing his dull laugh.


    “Upon whom?” asked Abyedok, edging away from him.


    “It’s all the same to me . . . Petunikoff . . . Egorka or even you!”


    “And why?” inquired Kuvalda.


    “I want to go to Siberia . . . I have had enough of this vile life . . . one learns how to live there!”


    “Yes, they have a particularly good way of teaching in Siberia,” agreed the Captain sadly.


    They spoke no more of Petunikoff, or of the turning out of the inhabitants of the dosshouse. They all knew that they would have to leave soon, therefore they did not think the matter worth discussion. It would do no good, and besides the weather was not very cold though the rains had begun . . . and it would be possible to sleep on the ground anywhere outside the town. They sat in a circle on the grass and conversed about all sorts of things, discussing one subject after another, and listening attentively even to the poor speakers in order to make the time pass; keeping quiet was as dull as listening. This society of “creatures that once were men” had one fine characteristic — no one of them endeavored to make out that he was better than the others, nor compelled the others to acknowledge his superiority.


    The August sun seemed to set their tatters on fire as they sat with their backs and uncovered heads exposed to it . . . a chaotic mixture of the vegetable, mineral, and animal kingdoms. In the corners of the yard the tall steppe grass grew luxuriantly . . . Nothing else grew there but some dingy vegetables, not attractive even to those who nearly always felt the pangs of hunger.


    * * * * * * * * * *


    
      
    


    The following was the scene that took place in Vaviloff’s eating-house.


    Young Petunikoff entered slowly, took off his hat, looked around him, and said to the eating-house keeper:


    “Egor Terentievitch Vaviloff? Are you he?”


    “I am,” answered the sergeant, leaning on the bar with both arms as if intending to jump over it.


    “I have some business with you,” said Petunikoff.


    “Delighted. Please come this way to my private room.”


    They went in and sat down, the guest on the couch and his host on the chair opposite to him. In one corner a lamp was burning before a gigantic icon, and on the wall at the other side there were several oil lamps. They were well kept and shone as if they were new. The room, which contained a number of boxes and a variety of furniture, smelt of tobacco, sour cabbage, and olive oil. Petunikoff looked around him and made a face. Vaviloff looked at the icon, and then they looked simultaneously at one another, and both seemed to be favorably impressed. Petunikoff liked Vaviloff’s frankly thievish eyes, and Vaviloff was pleased with the open cold, determined face of Petunikoff, with its large cheeks and white teeth.


    “Of course you already know me, and I presume you guess what I am going to say to you,” began Petunikoff.


    “About the lawsuit? . . . I presume?” remarked the ex-sergeant respectfully.


    “Exactly! I am glad to see that you are not beating about the bush, but going straight to the point like a business man,” said Petunikoff encouragingly.


    “I am a soldier,” answered Vaviloff, with a modest air.


    “That is easily seen, and I am sure we shall be able to finish this job without much trouble.”


    “Just so.”


    “Good! You have the law on your side, and will, of course, win your case. I want to tell you this at the very beginning.”


    “I thank you most humbly,” said the sergeant, rubbing his eyes in order to hide the smile in them.


    “But tell me, why did you make the acquaintance of your future neighbors like this through the law courts?”


    Vaviloff shrugged his shoulders and did not answer.


    “It would have been better to come straight to us and settle the matter peacefully, eh? What do you think?”


    “That would have been better, of course, but you see there is a difficulty . . . I did not follow my own wishes, but those of others . . . I learned afterward that it would have been better if . . . but it was too late.”


    “Oh! I suppose some lawyer taught you this?”


    “Someone of that sort.”


    “Aha! Do you wish to settle the affair peacefully,”


    “With all my heart!” cried the soldier.


    Petunikoff was silent for a moment, then looked at him, and suddenly asked, coldly and dryly, “And why do you wish to do so?”


    Vaviloff did not expect such a question, and therefore had no reply ready. In his opinion the question was quite unworthy of any attention, and so he laughed at young Petunikoff.


    “That is easy to understand. Men like to live peacefully with one another.”


    “But,” interrupted Petunikoff, “that is not exactly the reason why. As far as I can see, you do not distinctly understand why you wish to be reconciled to us . . . I will tell you.”


    The soldier was a little surprised. This youngster, dressed in a check suit, in which he looked ridiculous, spoke as if he were Colonel Rakshin, who used to knock three of the unfortunate soldier’s teeth out every time he was angry.


    “You want to be friends with us because we should be such useful neighbors to you . . . because there will be not less than a hundred and fifty workmen in our factory, and in course of time even more. If a hundred men come and drink one glass at your place, after receiving their weekly wages, that means that you will sell every month four hundred glasses more than you sell at present. This is, of course, the lowest estimate and then you have the eating-house besides. You are not a fool, and you can understand for yourself what profitable neighbors we shall be.”


    “That is true,” Vaviloff nodded “I knew that before.”


    “Well, what then?” asked the merchant loudly.


    “Nothing . . . let us be friends!”


    “It is nice to see that you have decided so quickly. Look here, I have already prepared a notification to the court of the withdrawal of the summons against my father. Here it is; read it, and sign it.”


    Vaviloff looked at his companion with his round eyes and shivered, as if experiencing an unpleasant sensation.


    “Pardon me . . . sign it? And why?”


    “There is no difficulty about it . . . write your Christian name and surname and nothing more,” explained Petunikoff, pointing obligingly with his finger to the place for the signature.


    “Oh! It is not that . . . I was alluding to the compensation I was to get for my ground.”


    “But then this ground is of no use to you,” said Petunikoff calmly.


    “But it is mine!” exclaimed the soldier.


    “Of course, and how much do you want for it?”


    “Well, say the amount stated in the document,” said Vaviloff boldly.


    “Six hundred!” and Petunikoff smiled softly. “You are a funny fellow!”


    “The law is on my side . . . I can even demand two thousand. I can insist on your pulling down the building . . . and enforce it too. That is why my claim is so small. I demand that you should pull it down!”


    “Very well. Probably we shall do so . . . after three years, and after having dragged you into enormous law expenses.


    “And then, having paid up, we shall open our public-house, and you will he ruined . . . annihilated like the Swedes at Poltava. We shall see that you are ruined . . . we will take good care of that. We could have begun to arrange about a public-house now, but you see our time is valuable, and besides we are sorry for you. Why should we take the bread out of your mouth without any reason?”


    Egor Terentievitch looked at his guest, clenching his teeth, and felt that he was master of the situation, and held his fate in his hands. Vaviloff was full of pity for himself at having to deal with this calm, cruel figure in the checked suit.


    “And being such a near neighbor you might have gained a good deal by helping us, and we should have remembered it too. Even now, for instance, I should advise you to open a small shop for tobacco, you know, bread, cucumbers, and so on . . . All these are sure to be in great demand.”


    Vaviloff listened, and being a clever man, knew that to throw himself upon the enemy’s generosity was the better plan. It was as well to begin from the beginning, and, not knowing what else to do to relieve his mind, the soldier began to swear at Kuvalda.


    “Curses be upon your head, you drunken rascal! May the Devil take you!”


    “Do you mean the lawyer who composed your petition?” asked Petunikoff calmly, and added, with a sigh, “I have no doubt he would have landed you in rather an awkward fix . . . had we not taken pity upon you.”


    “Ah!” And the angry soldier raised his hand.


    “There are two of them . . . One of them discovered it, the other wrote the petition, the accursed reporter!”


    “Why the reporter?”


    “He writes for the papers . . . He is one of your lodgers . . . there they all are outside . . . Clear them away, for Christ’s sake! The robbers! They disturb and annoy everyone in the street. One cannot live for them . . . And they are all desperate fellows . . . You had better take care, or else they will rob or burn you.


    “And this reporter, who is he?” asked Petunikoff, with interest.


    “He? A drunkard. He was a teacher, but was dismissed. He drank everything he possessed . . . and now he writes for the papers and composes petitions. He is a very wicked man!”


    “H’m! And did he write your petition, too? I suppose it was he who discovered the flaws in the building. The beams were not rightly put in?”


    “He did! I know it for a fact! The dog! He read it aloud in here and boasted, ‘Now I have caused Petunikoff some loss!’”


    “Ye — es . . . Well, then, do you want to be reconciled?”


    “To be reconciled?” The soldier lowered his head and thought. “Ah! This is a hard life!” said he, in a querulous voice, scratching his head.


    “One must learn by experience, Petunikoff reassured him, lighting a cigarette.


    “Learn . . . It is not that, my dear sir; but don’t you see there is no freedom? Don’t you see what a life I lead?


    “I live in fear and trembling . . . I am refused the freedom so desirable to me in my movements, and I fear this ghost of a teacher will write about me in the papers. Sanitary inspectors will be called for . . . fines will have to be paid . . . or else your lodgers will set fire to the place or rob and kill me . . . I am powerless against them. They are not the least afraid of the police, and they like going to prison, because they get their food for nothing there.”


    “But then we will have them turned out if we come to terms with you,” promised Petunikoff.


    “What shall we arrange, then?” asked Vaviloff sadly and seriously.


    “Tell me your terms.”


    “Well, give me the six hundred mentioned in the claim.”


    “Won’t you take a hundred roubles?” asked the merchant calmly, looking attentively at his companion, and smiling softly. “I will not give you one rouble more” . . . he added.


    After this, he took out his eyeglasses and began cleaning them with his handkerchief. Vaviloff looked at him sadly and respectfully. The calm face of Petunikoff, his gray eyes and clear complexion, every line of his thickset body betokened self-confidence and a well-balanced mind. Vaviloff also liked Petunikoff’s straightforward manner of addressing him without any pretensions, as if he were his own brother, though Vaviloff understood well enough that he was his superior, he being only a soldier.


    Looking at him, he grew fonder and fonder of him, and, forgetting for a moment the matter in hand, respectfully asked Petunikoff:


    “Where did you study?”


    “In the technological institute. Why?” answered the other, smiling:


    “Nothing. Only . . . excuse me!” The soldier lowered his head, and then suddenly exclaimed, “What a splendid thing education is! Science — light. My brother, I am as stupid as an owl before the sun . . . Your honor, let us finish this job.”


    With an air of decision he stretched out his hand to Petunikoff and said:


    “Well, five hundred?”


    “Not more than one hundred roubles, Egor Tereutievitch.”


    Petunikoff shrugged his shoulders as if sorry at being unable to give more, and touched the soldier’s hairy hand with his long white fingers. They soon ended the matter, for the soldier gave in quickly and met Petunikoff’s wishes. And when Vaviloff had received the hundred roubles and signed the paper, he threw the pen down on the table and said bitterly:


    “Now I will have a nice time! They will laugh at me, they will cry shame on me, the devils!”


    “But you tell them that I paid all your claim,” suggested Petunikoff, calmly puffing out clouds of smoke and watching them float upward.


    “But do you think they will believe it? They are as clever swindlers if not worse . . .”


    Vaviloff stopped himself in time before making the intended comparison, and looked at the merchant’s son in terror.


    The other smoked on, and seemed to be absorbed in that occupation. He went away soon, promising to destroy the nest of vagabonds. Vaviloff looked after him and sighed, feeling as if he would like to shout some insult at the young man who was going with such firm steps toward the steep road, encumbered with its ditches and heaps of rubbish.


    In the evening the Captain appeared in the eatinghouse. His eyebrows were knit and his fist clenched. Vaviloff smiled at him in a guilty manner.


    “Well, worthy descendant of Judas and Cain, tell us. . . .”


    “They decided” . . . said Vaviloff, sighing and lowering his eyes.


    “I don’t doubt it; how many silver pieces did you receive?”


    “Four hundred roubles”


    “Of course you are lying . . . But all the better for me. Without any further words, Egorka, ten per cent. of it for my discovery, four per cent. to the teacher for writing the petition, one ‘vedro’ of vodki to all of us, and refreshments all round. Give me the money now, the vodki and refreshments will do at eight o’clock.”


    Vaviloff turned purple with rage, and stared at Kuvalda with wide-open eyes.


    “This is humbug! This is robbery! I will do nothing of the sort. What do you mean, Aristid Fomich? Keep your appetite for the next feast! I am not afraid of you now. . . .”


    Kuvalda looked at the clock.


    “I give you ten minutes, Egorka, for your idiotic talk.”


    “Finish your nonsense by that time and give me what I demand. If you don’t I will devour you! Kanets has sold you something? Did you read in the paper about the theft at Basoff’s house? Do you understand? You won’t have time to hide anything, we will not let you . . . and this very night . . . do you understand?”


    “Why, Aristid Fomich?” sobbed the discomfited merchant.


    “No more words! Did you understand or not?”


    Tall, gray, and imposing, Kuvalda spoke in half whispers, and his deep bass voice rang through the house Vaviloff always feared him because he was not only a retired military man, but a man who had nothing to lose. But now Kuvalda appeared before him in a new role. He did not speak much, and jocosely as usual, but spoke in the tone of a commander, who was convinced of the other’s guilt. And Vaviloff felt that the Captain could and would ruin him with the greatest pleasure. He must needs bow before this power. Nevertheless, the soldier thought of trying him once more. He sighed deeply, and began with apparent calmness:


    “It is truly said that a man’s sin will find him out . . . I lied to you, Aristid Fomich, . . . I tried to be cleverer than I am . . . I only received one hundred roubles.”


    “Go on!” said Kuvalda.


    “And not four hundred as I told you . . . That means. . . .”


    “It does not mean anything. It is all the same to me whether you lied or not. You owe me sixty-five roubles. That is not much, eh?”


    “Oh! my Lord! Aristid Fomich! I have always been attentive to your honor and done my best to please you.


    “Drop all that, Egorka, grandchild of Judas!”


    “All right! I will give it you . . . only God will punish you for this. . . .”


    “Silence! You rotten pimple of the earth!” shouted the Captain, rolling his eyes. “He has punished me enough already in forcing me to have conversation with you . . . I will kill you on the spot like a fly!”


    He shook his fist in Vaviloff’s face and ground his teeth till they nearly broke.


    After he had gone Vaviloff began smiling and winking to himself. Then two large drops rolled down his cheeks. They were grayish, and they hid themselves in his moustache, while two others followed them. Then Vaviloff went into his own room and stood before the icon, stood there without praying, immovable, with the salt tears running down his wrinkled brown cheeks. . . .


    * * * * * * * * * *


    
      
    


    Deacon Taras, who, as a rule, loved to loiter in the woods and fields, proposed to the “creatures that once were men” that they should go together into the fields, and there drink Vaviloff’s vodki in the bosom of Nature. But the Captain and all the rest swore at the Deacon, and decided to drink it in the courtyard.


    “One, two, three,” counted Aristid Fomich; “our full number is thirty, the teacher is not here . . . but probably many other outcasts will come. Let us calculate, say, twenty persons, and to every person two-and-a-half cucumbers, a pound of bread, and a pound of meat . . . That won’t be bad! One bottle of vodki each, and there is plenty of sour cabbage, and three watermelons.


    “I ask you, what the devil could you want more, my scoundrel friends? Now, then, let us prepare to devour Egorka Vaviloff, because all this is his blood and body!”


    They spread some old clothes on the ground, setting the delicacies and the drink on them, and sat around the feast, solemnly and quietly, but almost unable to control the craving for drink that was shining in their eyes.


    The evening began to fall, and its shadows were cast on the human refuse of the earth in the courtyard of the dosshouse; the last rays of the sun illumined the roof of the tumble-down building. The night was cold and silent.


    “Let us begin, brothers!” commanded the Captain.


    “How many cups have we? Six . . . and there are thirty of us! Aleksei Maksimovitch, pour it out. Is it ready? Now then, the first toast . . . Come along!”


    They drank and shouted, and began to eat.


    “The teacher is not here . . . I have not seen him for three days. Has anyone seen him?” asked Kuvalda.


    “No one.”


    “It is unlike . . . Let us drink to the health of Aristid Kuvalda . . . the only friend who has never deserted me for one moment of my life! Devil take him all the same! I might have had something to wear had he left my society at least for a little while.”


    “You are bitter . . .” said Abyedok, and coughed.


    The Captain, with his feeling of superiority to the others, never talked with his mouth full.


    Having drunk twice, the company began to grow merry; the food was grateful to them.


    Paltara Taras expressed his desire to hear a tale, but the Deacon was arguing with Kubaroff over his preferring thin women to stout ones, and paid no attention to his friend’s request. He was asserting his views on the subject to Kubaroff with all the decision of a man who was deeply convinced in his own mind.


    The foolish face of Meteor, who was lying on the ground, showed that he was drinking in the Deacon’s strong words.


    Martyanoff sat, clasping his large hairy hands round his knees, looking silently and sadly at the bottle of vodki and pulling his moustache as if trying to bite it with his teeth, while Abyedok was teasing Tyapa.


    “I have seen you watching the place where your money is hidden!”


    “That is your luck,” shouted Tyapa.


    “I will go halves with you, brother.”


    “All right, take it and welcome.”


    Kuvalda felt angry with these men. Among them all there was not one worthy of hearing his oratory or of understanding him.


    “I wonder where the teacher is?” he asked loudly.


    Martyanoff looked at him and said, “He will come soon.. . .”


    “I am positive that he will come, but he won’t come in a carriage. Let us drink to your future health. If you kill any rich man go halves with me . . . then I shall go to America, brother. To those . . . what do you call them? Limpas? Pampas?


    “I will go there and I will work my way until I become the President of the United States, and then I will challenge the whole of Europe to war and I will blow it up! I will buy the army . . . in Europe that is — I will invite the French, the Germans, the Turks, and so on, and I will kill them by the hands of their own relatives . . . Just as Elia Marumets bought a Tartar with a Tartar. With money it would be possible even for Elia to destroy the whole of Europe and to take Judas Petunikoff for his valet. He would go . . . Give him a hundred roubles a month and he would go! But he would be a bad valet, because he would soon begin to steal. . . .”


    “Now, besides that, the thin woman is better than the stout one, because she costs one less,” said the Deacon, convincingly. “My first Deaconess used to buy twelve arshins for her clothes, but the second one only ten. And so on even in the matter of provisions and food.”


    Paltara Taras smiled guiltily. Turning his head towards the Deacon and looking straight at him, he said, with conviction:


    “I had a wife once, too.”


    “Oh! That happens to everyone,” remarked Kuvalda; “but go on with your lies.”


    “She was thin, but she ate a lot, and even died from over-eating.”


    “You poisoned her, you hunchback!” said Abyedok, confidently.


    “No, by God I It was from eating sturgeon,” said Paltara Taras.


    “But I say that you poisoned her!” declared Abyedok, decisively.


    It often happened, that having said something absolutely impossible and without proof, he kept on repeating it, beginning in a childish, capricious tone, and gradually raising his voice to a mad shriek.


    The Deacon stood up for his friend. “No; he did not poison her. He had no reason to do so.”


    “But I say that he poisoned her!” swore Abyedok.


    “Silence!” shouted the Captain, threateningly, becoming still angrier. He looked at his friends with his blinking eyes, and not discovering anything to further provoke his rage in their half-tipsy faces, he lowered his head, sat still for a little while, and then turned over on his back on the ground. Meteor was biting cucumbers. He took a cucumber in his hand without looking at it, put nearly half of it into his mouth, and bit it with his yellow teeth, so that the juice spurted out in all directions and ran over his cheeks. He did not seem to want to eat, but this process pleased him. Martyanoff sat motionless on the ground, like a statue, and looked in a dull manner at the half-vedro bottle, already getting empty. Abyedok lay on his belly and coughed, shaking all over his small body. The rest of the dark, silent figures sat and lay around in all sorts of positions, and their tatters made them look like untidy animals, created by some strange, uncouth deity to make a mockery of man.


    ”There once lived a lady in Suzdale, A strange lady, She fell into hysterics, Most unpleasantly!”


    sang the Deacon in low tones embracing Aleksei Maksimovitch, who was smiling kindly into his face.


    Paltaras Taras giggled voluptuously.


    The night was approaching. High up in the sky the stars were shining . . . and on the mountain and in the town the lights of the lamps were appearing. The whistles of the steamers were heard all over the river, and the doors of Yaviloff’s eating-house opened noisily. Two dark figures entered the courtyard, and one of them asked in a hoarse voice:


    “Are you drinking?” And the other said in a jealous aside:


    “Just see what devils they are!”


    Then a hand stretched over the Deacon’s head and took away the bottle, and the characteristic sound of vodki being poured into a glass was heard. Then they all protested loudly.


    “Oh this is sad!” shouted the Deacon. “Krivoi, let us remember the ancients! Let us sing ‘On the Banks of Babylonian Rivers.’”


    “But can he?” asked Simtsoff.


    “He? He was a chorister in the Bishop’s choir. Now then, Krivoi! . . . On the r-i-v-e-r-s — —” The Deacon’s voice was loud and hoarse and cracked, but his friend sang in a shrill falsetto.


    The dirty building loomed large in the darkness and seemed to be coming nearer, threatening the singers, who were arousing its dull echoes. The heavy, pompous clouds were floating in the sky over their heads. One of the “creatures that once were men” was snoring; while the rest of them, not yet so drunk as he was, ate and drank quietly or spoke to each other at long intervals.


    It was unusual for them to be in such low spirits during such a feast, with so much vodki. Somehow the drink tonight did not seem to have its usual exhilarating effect.


    “Stop howling, you dogs!” . . . said the Captain to the singers, raising his head from the ground to listen.


    “Some one is passing . . . in a droshky. . . .”


    A droshky at such a time in the main street could not but attract general attention. Who would risk crossing the ditches between it and the town, and why? They all raised their heads and listened. In the silence of the night the wheels were distinctly heard. They came gradually nearer. A voice was heard, asking roughly:


    “Well, where then?”


    Someone answered, “It must be there, that house.”


    “I shall not go any farther.”


    “They are coming here!” shouted the Captain.


    “The police!” someone whispered in great alarm.


    “In a droshky! Fool!” said Martyanoff, quietly.


    Kuvalda got up and went to the entrance.


    “Is this a lodging-house?” asked someone, in a trembling voice.


    “Yes. Belonging to Aristid Kuvalda . . .” said the Captain, roughly.


    “Oh! Did a reporter, one Titoff, live here?”


    “Aha! Have you brought him?”


    “Yes. . . .”


    “Drunk?”


    “Ill.”


    “That means he is very drunk. Ay, teacher! Now, then, get up!”


    “Wait, I will help you . . . He is very ill . . . he has been with me for the last two days . . . Take him under the arms . . . The doctor has seen him. He is very bad.”


    Tyapa got up and walked to the entrance, but Abyedok laughed, and took another drink.


    “Strike a light, there!” shouted the Captain.


    Meteor went into the house and lighted the lamp. Then a thin line of light streamed out over the courtyard, and the Captain and another man managed to get the teacher into the dosshouse. His head was hanging on his breast, his feet trailed on the ground, and his arms hung limply as if broken. With Tyapa’s help they placed him on a wide board. He was shivering all over.


    “We worked on the same paper . . . he is very unlucky . . . I said, ‘Stay in my house, you are not in the way,’ . . . but he begged me to send him ‘home.’ He was so excited about it that I brought him here, thinking it might do him good . . . Home! This is it, isn’t it?”


    “Do you suppose he has a home anywhere else?” asked Kuvalda, roughly, looking at his friend. “Tyapa, fetch me some cold water.”


    “I fancy I am of no more use,” remarked the man in some confusion. The Captain looked at him critically. His clothes were rather shiny, and tightly buttoned up to his chin. His trousers were frayed, his hat almost yellow with age and crumpled like his lean and hungry face.


    “No, you are not necessary! We have plenty like you here,” said the Captain, turning away.


    “Then, good-bye!” The man went to the door, and said quietly from there, “If anything happens . . . let me know in the publishing office . . . My name is Rijoff. I might write a short obituary . . . You see he was an active member of the Press.”


    “H’m, an obituary, you say? Twenty lines forty kopecks? I will do more than that. When he dies I will cut off one of his legs and send it to you. That will be much more profitable than an obituary. It will last you for three days . . . His legs are fat. You devoured him when he was alive. You may as well continue to do so after he is dead. . . .”


    The man sniffed strangely and disappeared. The Captain sat down on the wooden board beside the teacher, felt his forehead and breast with his hands and called “Philip!”


    The sound re-echoed from the dirty walls of the dosshouse and died away.


    “This is absurd, brother,” said the Captain, quietly arranging the teacher’s untidy hair with his hand. Then the Captain listened to his breathing, which was rapid and uneven, and looked at his sunken gray face. He sighed and looked upon him, knitting his eyebrows. The lamp was a bad one . . . The light was fitful, and dark shadows flickered on the dosshouse walls. The Captain watched them, scratching his beard.


    Tyapa returned, bringing a vedro of water, and placing it beside the teacher’s head, he took his arm as if to raise him up.


    “The water is not necessary,” and the Captain shook his head.


    “But we must try to revive him,” said the old rag-collector.


    “Nothing is needed,” said the Captain, decidedly.


    They sat silently looking at the teacher.


    “Let us go and drink, old devil!”


    “But he?”


    “Can you do him any good?”


    Tyapa turned his back on the teacher, and both went out into the courtyard to their companions.


    “What is it?” asked Abyedok, turning his sharp nose to the old man.


    The snoring of those who were asleep, and the tinkling sound of pouring vodki was heard . . . The Deacon was murmuring something. The clouds swam low, so low that it seemed as if they would touch the roof of the house and would knock it over on the group of men.


    “Ah! One feels sad when someone near at hand is dying,” faltered the Captain, with his head down. No one answered him.


    “He was the best among you . . . the cleverest, the most respectable. I mourn for him.”


    “R-e-s-t with the Saints . . . Sing, you crooked hunchback!” roared the Deacon, digging his friend in the ribs.


    “Be quiet!” shouted Abyedok, jumping vengefully to his feet.


    “I will give him one on the head,” proposed Martyanoff, raising his head from the ground.


    “You are not asleep?” Aristid Fomich asked him very softly. “Have you heard about our teacher?”


    Martyanoff lazily got up from the ground, looked at the line of light coming out of the dosshouse, shook his head and silently sat down beside the Captain.


    “Nothing particular . . . The man is dying remarked the Captain, shortly.


    “Have they been beating him?” asked Abyedok, with great interest. The Captain gave no answer. He was drinking vodki at the moment. “They must have known we had something in which to commemorate him after his death!” continued Abyedok, lighting a cigarette. Someone laughed, someone sighed. Generally speaking, the conversation of Abyedok and the Captain did not interest them, and they hated having to think at all. They had always felt the teacher to be an uncommon man, but now many of them were drunk and the others sad and silent. Only the Deacon suddenly drew himself up straight and howled wildly:


    “And may the righteous r-e-s-t!”


    “You idiot!” hissed Abyedok. “What are you howling for?”


    “Fool!” said Tyapa’s hoarse voice. “When a man is dying one must be quiet . . . so that he may have peace.”


    Silence reigned once more. The cloudy sky threatened thunder, and the earth was covered with the thick darkness of an autumn night.


    “Let us go on drinking!” proposed Kuvalda, filling up the glasses.


    “I will go and see if he wants anything,” said Tyapa.


    “He wants a coffin!” jeered the Captain.


    “Don’t speak about that,” begged Abyedok in a low voice.


    Meteor rose and followed Tyapa. The Deacon tried to get up, but fell and swore loudly.


    When Tyapa had gone the Captain touched Martyanoff’s shoulder and said in low tones:


    “Well, Martyanoff . . . You must feel it more then the others. You were . . . But let that go to the Devil . . . Don’t you pity Philip?”


    “No,” said the ex-jailer, quietly, “I do not feel things of this sort, brother . . . I have learned better this life is disgusting after all. I speak seriously when I say that I should like to kill someone.”


    “Do you?” said the Captain, indistinctly. “Well let’s have another drink . . . It’s not a long job ours, a little drink and then . . .”


    The others began to wake up, and Simtsoff shouted in a blissful voice: “Brothers! One of you pour out a glass for the old man!”


    They poured out a glass and gave it to him. Having drunk it he tumbled down again, knocking against another man as he fell. Two or three minutes’ silence ensued, dark as the autumn night.


    “What do you say?”


    “I say that he was a good man . . . a quiet and good man,” whispered a low voice.


    “Yes, and he had money, too . . . and he never refused it to a friend. . . .”


    Again silence ensued.


    “He is dying!” said Tyapa, hoarsely, from behind the


    Captain’s head. Aristid Fomich got up, and went with firm steps into the dosshouse.


    “Don’t go!” Tyapa stopped him. “Don’t go! You are drunk! It is not right.” The Captain stopped and thought.


    “And what is right on this earth? Go to the Devil!” And he pushed Tyapa aside.


    On the walls of the dosshouse the shadows were creeping, seeming to chase each other. The teacher lay on the board at full length and snored. His eyes were wide open, his naked breast rose and fell heavily, the corners of his mouth foamed, and on his face was an expression as if he wished to say something very important, but found it difficult to do so. The Captain stood with his hands behind him, and looked at him in silence. He then began in a silly way:


    “Philip! Say something to me . . . a word of comfort to a friend . . . come . . . I love you, brother! All men are beasts . . . You were the only man for me . . . though you were a drunkard. Ah! how you did drink vodki, Philip! That was the ruin of you I You ought to have listened to me, and controlled yourself . . . Did I not once say to you. . . .”


    The mysterious, all-destroying reaper, called Death, made up his mind to finish the terrible work quickly, as if insulted by the presence of this drunken man at the dark and solemn struggle. The teacher sighed deeply, and quivered all over, stretched himself out, and died. The Captain stood shaking to and fro, and continued to talk to him.


    “Do you want me to bring you vodki? But it is better that you should not drink, Philip . . . control yourself or else drink! Why should you really control yourself? For what reason, Philip? For what reason?”


    He took him by the foot and drew him closer to himself.


    “Are you dozing, Philip? Well, then, sleep Good-night . . . To-morrow I shall explain all this to you, and you will understand that it is not really necessary to deny yourself anything . . . But go on sleeping now . . . if you are not dead.”


    He went out to his friends, followed by the deep silence, and informed them:


    “Whether he is sleeping or dead, I do not know I am a little drunk.”


    Tyapa bent further forward than usual and crossed himself respectfully. Martyanoff dropped to the ground and lay there. Abyedok moved quietly, and said in a low and wicked tone:


    “May you all go to the Devil! Dead? What of that? Why should I care? Why should I speak about it? It will be time enough when I come to die myself . . . I am not worse than other people.”


    “That is true,” said the Captain, loudly, and fell to the ground. “The time will come when we shall all die like others . . . Ha! ha! How shall we live? That is nothing . . . But we shall die like everyone else, and this is the whole end of life, take my word for it. A man lives only to die, and he dies . . . and if this be so what does it matter how or where he died or how he lived? Am I right, Martyanoff? Let us therefore drink . . . while we still have life!”


    The rain began to fall. Thick, close darkness covered the figures that lay scattered over the ground, half drunk, half asleep. The light in the windows of the dosshouse flickered, paled, and suddenly disappeared. Probably the wind blew it out or else the oil was exhausted. The drops of rain sounded strangely on the iron roof of the dosshouse. Above the mountain where the town lay the ringing of bells was heard, rung by the watchers in the churches. The brazen sound coming from the belfry rang out into the dark and died away, and before its last indistinct note was drowned another stroke was heard and the monotonous silence was again broken by the melancholy clang of bells.


    * * * * * * * * * *


    
      
    


    The next morning Tyapa was the first to wake up. Lying on his back he looked up into the sky. Only in such a position did his deformed neck permit him to see the clouds above his head.


    This morning the sky was of a uniform gray. Up there hung the damp, cold mist of dawn, almost extinguishing the sun, hiding the unknown vastness behind and pouring despondency over the earth. Tyapa crossed himself, and leaning on his elbow, looked round to see whether there was any vodki left. The bottle was there, but it was empty. Crossing over his companions he looked into the glasses from which they had drunk, found one of them almost full, emptied it, wiped his lips with his sleeve, and began to shake the Captain.


    The Captain raised his head and looked at him with sad eyes.


    “We must inform the police . . . Get up!”


    “Of what?” asked the Captain, sleepily and angrily.


    “What, is he not dead?”


    “Who?”


    “The learned one.”


    “Philip? Ye-es!”


    “Did you forget? . . . Alas!” said Tyapa, hoarsely.


    The Captain rose to his feet, yawned and stretched himself till all his bones cracked.


    “Well, then! Go and give information.


    “I will not go . . . I do not like them,” said the Captain morosely.


    “Well, then, wake up the Deacon . . . I shall go, at any rate.”


    “All right! . . . Deacon, get up!”


    The Captain entered the dosshouse, and stood at the teacher’s feet. The dead man lay at full length, his left hand on his breast, the right hand held as if ready to strike some one.


    The Captain thought that if the teacher got up now, he would be as tall as Paltara Taras. Then he sat by the side of the dead man and sighed, as he remembered that they had lived together for the last three years. Tyapa entered holding his head like a goat which is ready to butt.


    He sat down quietly and seriously on the opposite side of the teacher’s body, looked into the dark, silent face, and began to sob.


    “So . . . he is dead . . . I too shall die soon. . . .”


    “It is quite time for that!” said the Captain, gloomily.


    “It is,” Tyapa agreed. “You ought to die too. Anything is better than this. . . .”


    “But perhaps death might be worse? How do you know?”


    “It could not be worse. When you die you have only God to deal with . . . but here you have to deal with men . . . and men — what are they?”


    “Enough! . . . Be quiet!” interrupted Kuvalda angrily.


    And in the dawn, which filled the dosshouse, a solemn stillness reigned over all. Long and silently they sat at the feet of their dead companion, seldom looking at him, and both plunged in thought. Then Tyapa asked:


    “Will you bury him?”


    “I? No, let the police bury him!”


    “You took money from Vaviloff for this petition . . . and I will give you some if you have not enough.”


    “Though I have his money . . . still I shall not bury him.”


    “That is not right. You are robbing the dead. I will tell them all that you want to keep his money.” . . . Tyapa threatened him.


    “You are a fool, you old devil!” said Kuvalda, contemptuously.


    “I am not a fool . . . but it is not right nor friendly.”


    “Enough! Be off!”


    “How much money is there?”


    “Twenty-five roubles,” . . . said Kuvalda, absently.


    “So! . . . You might gain a five-rouble note. . . .”


    “You old scoundrel! . . .” And looking into Tyapa’s face the Captain swore.


    “Well, what? Give. . . .”


    “Go to the Devil! . . . I am going to spend this money in erecting a monument to him.”


    “What does he want that for?”


    “I will buy a stone and an anchor. I shall place the stone on the grass, and attach the anchor to it with a very heavy chain.”


    “Why? You are playing tricks. . . .”


    “Well . . . It is no business of yours.”


    “Look out! I shall tell . . .” again threatened Tyapa.


    Aristid Fomich looked at him sullenly and said nothing. Again they sat there in that silence which, in the presence of the dead, is so full of mystery.


    “Listen . . . They are coming!” Tyapa got up and went out of the dosshouse.


    Then there appeared at the door the Doctor, the Police Inspector of the district, and the examining Magistrate or Coroner. All three came in turn, looked at the dead teacher, and then went out, throwing suspicious glances at Kuvalda. He sat there, without taking any notice of them, until the Police Inspector asked him:


    “Of what did he die?”


    “Ask him . . . I think his evil life hastened his end.”


    “What?” asked the Coroner.


    “I say that he died of a disease to which he had not been accustomed. . . .”


    “H’m, yes. Had he been ill long?”


    “Bring him over here, I cannot see him properly,” said the Doctor, in a melancholy tone. “Probably there are signs of . . .”


    “Now, then, ask someone here to carry him out!” the Police Inspector ordered Kuvalda.


    “Go and ask them yourself! He is not in my way here . . .” the Captain replied, indifferently.


    “Well!” . . . shouted the Inspector, making a ferocious face.


    “Phew!” answered Kuvalda, without moving from his place and gnashing his teeth restlessly.


    “The Devil take it!” shouted the Inspector, so madly that the blood rushed to his face. “I’ll make you pay for this! I’ll — —”


    “Good-morning, gentlemen!” said the merchant Petunikoff, with a sweet smile, making his appearance in the doorway.


    He looked round, trembled, took off his cap and crossed himself. Then a pompous, wicked smile crossed his face, and, looking at the Captain, he inquired respectfully:


    “What has happened? Has there been a murder here?”


    “Yes, something of that sort,” replied the Coroner.


    Petunikoff sighed deeply, crossed himself again, and spoke in an angry tone.


    “By Cod! It is just as I feared. It always ends in your having to come here . . . Ay, ay, ay! God save everyone. Times without number have I refused to lease this house to this man, and he has always won me over, and I was afraid. You know . . . They are such awful people . . . better give it them, I thought, or else. . . .”


    He covered his face with his hands, tugged at his beard, and sighed again.


    “They are very dangerous men, and this man here is their leader . . . the ataman of the robbers.”


    “But we will make him smart!” promised the Inspector, looking at the Captain with revengeful eyes.


    “Yes, brother, we are old friends of yours . . .” said Kuvalda in a familiar tone. “How many times have I paid you to be quiet?”


    “Gentlemen!” shouted the Inspector, “did you hear him? I want you to bear witness to this. Aha, I shall make short work of you, my friend, remember!”


    “Don’t count your chickens before they are hatched . . . my friend,” said Aristid Fomich.


    The Doctor, a young man with eye-glasses, looked at him curiously, the Coroner with an attention that boded him no good, Petunikoff with triumph, while the Inspector could hardly restrain himself from throwing himself upon him.


    The dark figure of Martyanoff appeared at the door of the dosshouse. He entered quietly, and stood behind Petunikoff, so that his chin was on a level with the merchant’s head. Behind him stood the Deacon, opening his small, swollen, red eyes.


    “Let us be doing something, gentlemen,” suggested the Doctor. Martyanoff made an awful grimace, and suddenly suddenly sneezed on Petunikoff’s head. The latter gave a yell, sat down hurriedly, and then jumped aside, almost knocking down the Inspector, into whose open arms he fell.


    “Do you see,” said the frightened merchant, pointing to Martyanoff, “do you see what kind of men they are.”


    Kuvalda burst out laughing. The Doctor and the Coroner smiled too, and at the door of the dosshouse the group of figures was increasing . . . sleepy figures, with swollen faces, red, inflamed eyes, and dishevelled hair, staring rudely at the Doctor, the Coroner, and the Inspector.


    “Where are you going?” said the policeman on guard at the door, catching hold of their tatters and pushing them aside. But he was one against many, and, without taking any notice, they all entered and stood there, reeking of vodki, silent and evil-looking.


    Kuvalda glanced at them, then at the authorities, who were angry at the intrusion of these ragamuffins, and said, smilingly, “Gentlemen, perhaps you would like to make the acquaintance of my lodgers and friends? Would you? But, whether you wish it or not, you will have to make their acquaintance sooner or later in the course of your duties.”


    The Doctor smiled in an embarrassed way. The Coroner pressed his lips together, and the Inspector saw that it was time to go. Therefore, he shouted:


    “Sideroff! Whistle! Tell them to bring a cart here.”


    “I will go,” said Petunikoff, coming forward from a corner. “You had better take it away to-day, sir, I want to pull down this hole. Go away! or else I shall apply to the police!”


    The policeman’s whistle echoed through the courtyard. At the door of the dosshouse its inhabitants stood in a group, yawning, and scratching themselves.


    “And so you do not wish to be introduced? That is rude of you!” laughed Aristid Fomich.


    Petunikoff took his purse from his pocket, took out two five-kopeck pieces, put them at the feet of the dead man, and crossed himself.


    “God have mercy . . . on the burial of the sinful. . . .”


    “What!” yelled the Captain, “you give for the burial?


    “Take them away, I say, you scoundrel! How dare you give your stolen kopecks for the burial of an honest man? I will tear you limb from limb!”


    “Your Honor!” cried the terrified merchant to the Inspector, seizing him by the elbow.


    The Doctor and the Coroner jumped aside. The Inspector shouted:


    “Sideroff, come here!”


    “The creatures that once were men” stood along the wall, looking and listening with an interest, which put new life into their broken-down bodies.


    Kuvalda, shaking his fist at Petunikoff’s head, roared and rolled his eyes like a wild beast.


    “Scoundrel and thief! Take back your money! Dirty worm! Take it back, I say . . . or else I shall cram it down your throat. . . . Take your five-kopeck pieces!”


    Petunikoff put out his trembling hand toward his mite, and protecting his head from Kuvalda’s fist with the other hand, said:
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    “You are my witnesses, Sir Inspector, and you good people!”


    “We are not good people, merchant!” said the voice of Abyedok, trembling with anger.


    The Inspector whistled impatiently, with his other hand protecting Petunikoff, who was stooping in front of him as if trying to enter his belly.


    “You dirty toad! I shall compel you to kiss the feet of the dead man. How would you like that?” And catching Petunikoff by the neck, Kuvalda hurled him against the door, as if he bad been a cat.


    The “creatures that once were men” sprang aside quickly to let the merchant fall. And down he fell at their feet, crying wildly:


    “Murder! Help! Murder!”


    Martyanoff slowly raised his foot, and brought it down heavily on the merchant’s head. Abyedok spat in his face with a grin. The merchant, creeping on all-fours, threw himself into the courtyard, at which everyone laughed. But by this time the two policemen had arrived, and pointing to Kuvalda, the Inspector said, pompously:


    “Arrest him, and bind him hand and foot!”


    “You dare not! . . . I shall not run away . . . I will go wherever you wish, . . .” said Kuvalda, freeing himself from the policemen at his side.


    The “creatures that once were men” disappeared one after the other. A cart entered the yard. Some ragged wretches brought out the dead man’s body.


    “I’ll teach you! You just wait!” thundered the Inspector at Kuvalda.


    “How now, ataman?” asked Petunikoff maliciously, excited and pleased at the sight of his enemy in bonds. “That, you fell into the trap? Eh? You just wait. . .”


    But Kuvalda was quiet now. He stood strangely straight and silent between the two policemen, watching the teacher’s body being placed in the cart. The man who was holding the head of the corpse was very short, and could not manage to place it on the cart at the same time as the legs. For a moment the body hung as if it would fall to the ground, and hide itself beneath the earth, away from these foolish and wicked disturbers of its peace.


    “Take him away!” ordered the Inspector, pointing to the Captain.


    Kuvalda silently moved forward without protestation, passing the cart on which was the teacher’s body. He bowed his head before it without looking. Martyanoff, with his strong face, followed him. The courtyard of the merchant Petunikoff emptied quickly.


    “Now then, go on!” called the driver, striking the horses with the whip. The cart moved off over the rough surface of the courtyard. The teacher was covered with a heap of rags, and his belly projected from beneath them. It seemed as if he were laughing quietly at the prospect of leaving the dosshouse, never, never to return. Petunikoff, who was following him with his eyes, crossed himself, and then began to shake the dust and rubbish off his clothes, and the more he shook himself the more pleased and self-satisfied did he feel. He saw the tall figure of Aristid Fomich Kuvalda, in a gray cap with a red band, with his arms bound behind his back, being led away. Petunikoff smiled the smile of the conqueror, and went back into the dosshouse, but suddenly he stopped and trembled. At the door facing him stood an old man with a stick in his hand and a large bag on his back, a horrible old man in rags and tatters, which covered his bony figure. He bent under the weight of his burden, and lowered his head on his breast, as if he wished to attack the merchant.


    “What are you? Who are you?” shouted Petunikoff.


    “A man . . .” he answered in a hoarse voice. This hoarseness pleased and tranquillized Petunikoff, he even smiled.


    “A man! And are there really men like you?” Stepping aside he let the old man pass. He went, saying slowly:


    “Men are of various kinds . . . as God wills . . . There are worse than me . . . still worse . . . Yes. . . .”


    The cloudy sky hung silently over the dirty yard and over the cleanly-dressed man with the pointed beard, who was walking about there, measuring distances with his steps and with his sharp eyes. On the roof of the old house a crow perched and croaked, thrusting its head now backward, now forward. In the lowering gray clouds, which hid the sky, there was something hard and merciless, as if they had gathered together to wash all the dirt off the face of this unfortunate, suffering, and sorrowful earth.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    TWENTY-SIX MEN AND A GIRL


    
      
    


    There were six-and-twenty of us — six-and-twenty living machines in a damp, underground cellar, where from morning till night we kneaded dough and rolled it into kringels. Opposite the underground window of our cellar was a bricked area, green and mouldy with moisture. The window was protected from outside with a close iron grating, and the light of the sun could not pierce through the window panes, covered as they were with flour dust.


    Our employer had bars placed in front of the windows, so that we should not be able to give a bit of his bread to passing beggars, or to any of our fellows who were out of work and hungry. Our employer called us rogues, and gave us half-rotten tripe to eat for our mid-day meal, instead of meat. It was swelteringly close for us cooped up in that stone underground chamber, under the low, heavy, soot-blackened, cobwebby ceiling. Dreary and sickening was our life between its thick, dirty, mouldy walls.


    Unrefreshed, and with a feeling of not having had our sleep out, we used to get up at five o’clock in the morning; and before six, we were already seated, worn out and apathetic, at the table, rolling out the dough which our mates had already prepared while we slept.


    The whole day, from ten in the early morning until ten at night, some of us sat round that table, working up in our hands the yielding paste, rolling it to and fro so that it should not get stiff; while the others kneaded the swelling mass of dough. And the whole day the simmering water in the kettle, where the kringels were being cooked, sang low and sadly; and the baker’s shovel scraped harshly over the oven floor, as he threw the slippery bits of dough out of the kettle on the heated bricks.


    From morning till evening wood was burning in the oven, and the red glow of the fire gleamed and flickered over the walls of the bake-shop, as if silently mocking us. The giant oven was like the misshapen head of a monster in a fairy tale; it thrust itself up out of the floor, opened wide jaws, full of glowing fire, and blew hot breath upon us; it seemed to be ever watching out of its black air-holes our interminable work. Those two deep holes were like eyes: the cold, pitiless eyes of a monster. They watched us always with the same darkened glance, as if they were weary of seeing before them such eternal slaves, from whom they could expect nothing human, and therefore scorned them with the cold scorn of wisdom.


    In meal dust, in the mud which we brought in from the yard on our boots, in the hot, sticky atmosphere, day in, day out, we rolled the dough into kringels, which we moistened with our own sweat. And we hated our work with a glowing hatred; we never ate what had passed through our hands, and preferred black bread to kringels.


    Sitting opposite each other, at a long table — nine facing nine — we moved our hands and fingers mechanically during endlessly long hours, till we were so accustomed to our monotonous work that we ceased to pay any attention to it.


    We had all studied each other so constantly, that each of us knew every wrinkle of his mates’ faces. It was not long also before we had exhausted almost every topic of conversation; that is why we were most of the time silent, unless we were chaffing each other; but one cannot always find something about which to chaff another man, especially when that man is one’s mate. Neither were we much given to finding fault with one another; how, indeed, could one of us poor devils be in a position to find fault with another, when we were all of us half dead and, as it were, turned to stone? For the heavy drudgery seemed to crush all feeling out of us. But silence is only terrible and fearful for those who have said everything and have nothing more to say to each other; for men, on the contrary, who have never begun to communicate with one another, it is easy and simple.


    Sometimes, too, we sang; and this is how it happened that we began to sing: one of us would sigh deeply in the midst of our toil, like an overdriven horse, and then we would begin one of those songs whose gentle swaying melody seems always to ease the burden on the singer’s heart.


    At first one sang by himself, and we others sat in silence listening to his solitary song, which, under the heavy vaulted roof of the cellar, died gradually away, and became extinguished, like a little fire in the steppes, on a wet autumn night, when the gray heaven hangs like a heavy mass over the earth.


    Then another would join in with the singer, and now two soft, sad voices would break into song in our narrow, dull hole of a cellar. Suddenly others would join in, and the song would roll forward like a wave, would grow louder and swell upward, till it would seem as if the damp, foul walls of our stone prison were widening out and opening. Then, all six-and-twenty of us would be singing; our loud, harmonious song would fill the whole cellar, our voices would travel outside and beyond, striking, as it were, against the walls in moaning sobs and sighs, moving our hearts with soft, tantalizing ache, tearing open old wounds, and awakening longings.


    The singers would sigh deeply and heavily; suddenly one would become silent and listen to the others singing, then let his voice flow once more in the common tide. Another would exclaim in a stifled voice, “Ah!” and would shut his eyes, while the deep, full sound waves would show him, as it were, a road, in front of him — a sunlit, broad road in the distance, which he himself, in thought wandered along.


    But the flame flickers once more in the huge oven, the baker scrapes incessantly with his shovel, the water simmers in the kettle, and the flicker of the fire on the wall dances as before in silent mockery. While in other men’s words we sing out our dumb grief, the weary burden of live men robbed of the sunlight, the burden of slaves.


    So we lived, we six-and-twenty, in the vault-like cellar of a great stone house, and we suffered each one of us, as if we had to bear on our shoulders the whole three storys of that house.


    But we had something else good, besides the singing — something we loved, that perhaps took the place of the sunshine.


    In the second story of our house there was established a gold-embroiderer’s shop, and there, living among the other embroidery girls, was Tanya, a little maid-servant of sixteen. Every morning there peeped in through the glass door a rosy little face, with merry blue eyes; while a ringing, tender voice called out to us:


    “Little prisoners! Have you any knugels, please, for me?”


    At that clear sound, we knew so well, we all used to turn round, gazing with simple-hearted joy at the pure girlish face which smiled at us so sweetly. The sight of the small nose pressed against the window-pane, and of the white teeth gleaming between the half-open lips, had become for us a daily pleasure. Tumbling over each other we used to jump up to open the door, and she would step in, bright and cheerful, holding out her apron, with her head thrown on one side, and a smile on her lips. Her thick, long chestnut hair fell over her shoulder and across her breast. But we, ugly, dirty and misshapen as we were, looked up at her — the threshold door was four steps above the floor — looked up at her with heads thrown back, wishing her good-morning, and speaking strange, unaccustomed words, which we kept for her only.


    Our voices became softer when we spoke to her, our jests were lighter. For her — everything was different with us. The baker took from his oven a shovel of the best and the brownest kringels, and threw them deftly into Tanya’s apron.


    “Be off with you now, or the boss will catch you!” we warned her each time. She laughed roguishly, called out cheerfully: “Good-bye, poor prisoners!” and slipped away as quick as a mouse.


    That was all. But long after she had gone we talked about her to one another with pleasure. It was always the same thing as we had said yesterday and the day before, because everything about us, including ourselves and her, remained the same — as yesterday — and as always.


    Painful and terrible it is when a man goes on living, while nothing changes around him; and when such an existence does not finally kill his soul, then the monotony becomes with time, even more and more painful. Generally we spoke about women in such a way, that sometimes it was loathsome to us ourselves to hear our rude, shameless talk. The women whom we knew deserved perhaps nothing better. But about Tanya we never let fall an evil word; none of us ever ventured so much as to lay a hand on her, even too free a jest she never heard from us. Maybe this was so because she never remained for long with us; she flashed on our eyes like a star falling from the sky, and vanished; and maybe because she was little and very beautiful, and everything beautiful calls forth respect, even in coarse people.


    And besides — though our life of penal labor had made us dull beasts, oxen, we were still men, and, like all men, could not live without worshipping something or other. Better than her we had none, and none but her took any notice of us, living in the cellar — no one, though there were dozens of people in the house. And then, to — most likely, this was the chief thing — we all regarded her as something of our own, something existing as it were only by virtue of our kringels. We took on ourselves in turns the duty of providing her with hot kringels, and this became for us like a daily sacrifice to our idol, it became almost a sacred rite, and every day it bound us more closely to her. Besides kringels, we gave Tanya a great deal of advice to wear warmer clothes, not to run upstairs too quickly, not to carry heavy bundles of wood. She listened to all our counsels with a smile, answered them by a laugh, and never took our advice, but we were not offended at that; all we wanted was to show how much care we bestowed upon her.


    Often she would apply to us with different requests, she asked us, for instance; to open the heavy door into the store-cellar, and to chop wood: with delight and a sort of pride, we did this for her, and everything else she wanted.


    But when one of us asked her to mend his solitary shirt for him, she said, with a laugh of contempt:


    “What next! A likely idea!”


    We made great fun of the queer fellow who could entertain such an idea, and — never asked her to do anything else. We loved her — all is said in that.


    Man always wants to lay his love on someone, though sometimes he crushes, sometimes he sullies, with it; he may poison another life because he loves without respecting the beloved. We were bound to love Tanya, for we had no one else to love.


    At times one of us would suddenly begin to reason like this:


    “And why do we make so much of the wench? What is there in her? eh? What a to-do we make about her!”


    The man who dared to utter such words we promptly and coarsely cut short — we wanted something to love: we had found it and loved it, and what we twenty-six loved must be for each of us unalterable, as a holy thing, and anyone who acted against us in this was our enemy. We loved, maybe, not what was really good, but you see there were twenty-six of us, and so we always wanted to see what was precious to us held sacred by the rest.


    Our love is not less burdensome than hate, and maybe that is just why some proud souls maintain that our hate is more flattering than our love. But why do they not run away from us, if it is so?


    * * * * * * * * * *


    
      
    


    Besides our department, our employer had also a bread-bakery; it was in the same house, separated from our hole only by a wall; but the bakers — there were four of them — held aloof from us, considering their work superior to ours, and therefore themselves better than us; they never used to come into our workroom, and laughed contemptuously at us when they met us in the yard. We, too, did not go to see them; this was forbidden by our employer, from fear that we should steal the fancy bread.


    We did not like the bakers, because we envied them; their work was lighter than ours, they were paid more, and were better fed; they had a light, spacious workroom, and they were all so clean and healthy — and that made them hateful to us. We all looked gray and yellow; three of us had syphilis, several suffered from skin diseases, one was completely crippled by rheumatism. On holidays and in their leisure time the bakers wore pea-jackets and creaking boots, two of them had accordions, and they all used to go for strolls in the town garden — we wore filthy rags and leather clogs or plaited shoes on our feet, the police would not let us into the town gardens — could we possibly like the bakers?


    And one day we learned that their chief baker had been drunk, the master had sacked him and had already taken on another, and that this other was a soldier, wore a satin waistcoat and a watch and gold chain. We were inquisitive to get a sight of such a dandy, and in the hope of catching a glimpse of him we kept running one after another out into the yard.


    But he came of his own accord into our room. Kicking at the door, he pushed it open, and leaving it ajar, stood in the doorway smiling, and said to us:


    “God help the work! Good-morning, mates!”


    The ice-cold air, which streamed in through the open door, curled in streaks of vapor round his feet. He stood on the threshold, looked us up and down, and under his fair, twisted mustache gleamed big yellow teeth. His waistcoat was really something quite out of the common, blue-flowered, brilliant with shining little buttons of red stones. He also wore a watch chain.


    He was a fine fellow, this soldier; tall, healthy, rosy-cheeked, and his big, clear eyes had a friendly, cheerful glance. He wore on his head a white starched cap, and from under his spotlessly clean apron peeped the pointed toes of fashionable, well-blacked boots.


    Our baker asked him politely to shut the door. The soldier did so without hurrying himself, and began to question us about the master. We explained to him, all speaking together, that our employer was a thorough-going brute, a rogue, a knave, and a slave-driver; in a word, we repeated to him all that can and must be said about an employer, but cannot be repeated here. The soldier listened to us, twisted his mustache, and watched us with a friendly, open-hearted look.


    “But haven’t you got a lot of girls here?” he asked suddenly.


    Some of us began to laugh deferentially, others put on a meaning expression, and one of us explained to the soldier that there were nine girls here.


    “You make the most of them?” asked the soldier, with a wink.


    We laughed, but not so loudly, and with some embarrassment. Many of us would have liked to have shown the soldier that we also were tremendous fellows with the girls, but not one of us could do so; and one of our number confessed as much, when he said in a low voice:


    “That sort of thing is not in our line.”


    “Well, no; it wouldn’t quite do for you,” said the soldier with conviction, after having looked us over.


    “There is something wanting about you all you don’t look the right sort. You’ve no sort of appearance; and the women, you see, they like a bold appearance, they will have a well set-up body. Everything has to be tip-top for them. That’s why they respect strength. They want an arm like that!”


    The soldier drew his right hand, with its turned-up shirt sleeve, out of his pocket, and showed us his bare arm. It was white and strong, and covered with shining yellow hairs.


    “Leg and chest, all must be strong. And then a man must be dressed in the latest fashion, so as to show off his looks to advantage. Yes, all the women take to me. Whether I call to them, or whether I beckon them, they with one accord, five at a time, throw themselves at my head.”


    He sat down on a flour sack, and told at length all about the way women loved him, and how bold he was with them. Then he left, and after the door had creaked to behind him, we sat for a long time silent, and thought about him and his talk. Then we all suddenly broke silence together, and it became apparent that we were all equally pleased with him. He was such a nice, open-hearted fellow; he came to see us without any standoffishness, sat down and chatted. No one else came to us like that, and no one else talked to us in that friendly sort of way. And we continued to talk of him and his coming triumph among the embroidery girls, who passed us by with contemptuous sniffs when they saw us in the yard, or who looked straight through us as if we had been air.


    But we admired them always when we met them outside, or when they walked past our windows; in winter, in fur jackets and toques to match; in summer, in hats trimmed with flowers, and with colored parasols in their hands. We talked, however, about these girls in a way that would have made them mad with shame and rage, if they could have heard us.


    “If only he does not get hold of little Tanya!” said the baker, suddenly, in an anxious tone of voice.


    We were silent, for these words troubled us. Tanya had quite gone out of our minds, supplanted, put on one side by the strong, fine figure of the soldier.


    Then began a lively discussion; some of us maintained that Tanya would never lower herself so; others thought she would not be able to resist him, and the third group proposed to give him a thrashing if he should try to annoy Tanya. And, finally, we all decided to watch the soldier and Tanya, and to warn the girl against him. This brought the discussion to an end.


    Four weeks had passed by since then; during this time the soldier baked white bread, walked about with the gold-embroidery girls, visited us often, but did not talk any more about his conquests; only twisted his mustache, and licked his lips lasciviously.


    Tanya called in as usual every morning for “little kringels,” and was as gay and as nice and friendly with us as ever. We certainly tried once or twice to talk to her about the soldier, but she called him a “goggle-eyed calf,” and made fun of him all round, and that set our minds at rest. We saw how the gold-embroidery girls carried on with the soldier, and we were proud of our girl; Tanya’s behavior reflected honor on us all; we imitated her, and began in our talks to treat the soldier with small consideration.


    She became dearer to us, and we greeted her with more friendliness and kindliness every morning.


    One day the soldier came to see us, a bit drunk, and sat down and began to laugh. When we asked him what he was laughing about, he explained to us:


    “Why two of them — that Lydka girl and Grushka — have been clawing each other on my account. You should have seen the way they went for each other! Ha! ha! One got hold of the other one by the hair, threw her down on the floor of the passage, and sat on her! Ha! ha! ha! They scratched and tore each others’ faces. It was enough to make one die with laughter! Why is it women can’t fight fair? Why do they always scratch one another, eh?”


    He sat on the bench, healthy, fresh and jolly; he sat there and went on laughing. We were silent. This time he made an unpleasant impression on us.


    “Well, it’s a funny thing what luck I have with the women-folk! Eh? I’ve laughed till I’m ill! One wink, and it’s all over with them! It’s the d-devil!”


    He raised his white hairy hands, and slapped them down on his knees. And his eyes seem to reflect such frank astonishment, as if he were himself quite surprised at his good luck with women. His fat, red face glistened with delight and self satisfaction, and he licked his lips more than ever.


    Our baker scraped the shovel violently and angrily along the oven floor, and all at once he said sarcastically:


    “There’s no great strength needed to pull up fir saplings, but try a real pine-tree.”


    “Why-what do you mean by saying that to me?” asked the soldier.


    “Oh, well. . . .”


    “What is it?”


    “Nothing-it slipped out!”


    “No, wait a minute! What’s the point? What pinetree?”


    Our baker did not answer, working rapidly away with the shovel at the oven; flinging into it the half-cooked kringels, taking out those that were done, and noisily throwing them on the floor to the boys who were stringing them on bast. He seemed to have forgotten the soldier and his conversation with him. But the soldier had all at once dropped into a sort of uneasiness. He got up on to his feet, and went to the oven, at the risk of knocking against the handle of the shovel, which was waving spasmodically in the air.


    “No, tell me, do — who is it? You’ve insulted me. I? There’s not one could withstand me, n-no! And you say such insulting things to me?”


    He really seemed genuinely hurt. He must have had nothing else to pride himself on except his gift for seducing women; maybe, except for that, there was nothing living in him, and it was only that by which he could feel himself a living man.


    There are men to whom the most precious and best thing in their lives appears to be some disease of their soul or body. They spend their whole life in relation to it, and only living by it, suffering from it, they sustain themselves on it, they complain of it to others, and so draw the attention of their fellows to themselves.


    For that they extract sympathy from people, and apart from it they have nothing at all. Take from them that disease, cure them, and they will be miserable, because they have lost their one resource in life — they are left empty then. Sometimes a man’s life is so poor, that he is driven instinctively to prize his vice and to live by it; one may say for a fact that often men are vicious from boredom.


    The soldier was offended, he went up to our baker and roared:


    “No, tell me do-who?”


    “Tell you?” the baker turned suddenly to him.


    “Well?”


    “You know Tanya?”


    “Well?”


    “Well, there then! Only try.”


    “You!”


    “Her? Why that’s nothing to me-pooh!”


    “We shall see!”


    “You will see! Ha! ha!”


    “She’ll — —”


    “Give me a month!”


    “What a braggart you are, soldier!”


    “A fortnight! I’ll prove it! Who is it? Tanya! Pooh!”


    “Well, get out. You’re in my way!”


    “A fortnight — and it’s done! Ah, you — —”


    “Get out, I say!”


    Our baker, all at once, flew into a rage and brandished his shovel. The soldier staggered away from him in amazement, looked at us, paused, and softly, malignantly said, “Oh, all right, then!” and went away.


    During the dispute we had all sat silent, absorbed in it. But when the soldier had gone, eager, loud talk and noise arose among us.


    Some one shouted to the baker: “It’s a bad job that you’ve started, Pavel!”


    “Do your work!” answered the baker savagely.


    We felt that the soldier had been deeply aggrieved, and that danger threatened Tanya. We felt this, and at the same time we were all possessed by a burning curiosity, most agreeable to us. What would happen? Would Tanya hold out against the soldier? And almost all cried confidently: “Tanya? She’ll hold out! You won’t catch her with your bare arms!”


    We longed terribly to test the strength of our idol; we forcibly proved to each other that our divinity was a strong divinity and would come victorious out of this ordeal. We began at last to fancy that we had not worked enough on the soldier, that he would forget the dispute, and that we ought to pique his vanity more keenly. From that day we began to live a different life, a life of nervous tension, such as we had never known before. We spent whole days in arguing together; we all grew, as it were, sharper; and got to talk more and better. It seemed to us that we were playing some sort of game with the devil, and the stake on our side was Tanya. And when we learned from the bakers that the soldier had begun “running after our Tanya,” we felt a sort of delighted terror, and life was so interesting that we did not even notice that our employer had taken advantage of our pre-occupation to increase our work by fourteen pounds of dough a day.


    We seemed, indeed, not even tired by our work. Tanya’s name was on our lips all day long. And every day we looked for her with a certain special impatience. Sometimes we pictured to ourselves that she would come to us, and it would not be the same Tanya as of old, hut somehow different. We said nothing to her, however, of the dispute regarding her. We asked her no questions, and behaved as well and affectionately to her as ever. But even in this a new element crept in, alien to our old feeling for Tanya — and that new element was keen curiosity, keen and cold as a steel knife.


    “Mates! To-day the time’s up!” our baker said to us one morning, as he set to work.


    We were well aware of it without his reminder; but still we were thrilled.


    “Look at her. She’ll he here directly,” suggested the baker.


    One of us cried out in a troubled voice, “Why! as though one could notice anything!”


    And again an eager, noisy discussion sprang up among us. To-day we were about to prove how pure and spotless was the vessel into which we had poured all that was best in us. This morning, for the first time, it became clear to us, that we really were playing a great game; that we might, indeed, through the exaction of this proof of purity, lose our divinity altogether.


    During the whole of the intervening fortnight we had heard that Tanya was persistently followed by the soldier, but not one of us had thought of asking her how she had behaved toward him. And she came every morning to fetch her kringels, and was the same toward us as ever.


    This morning, too, we heard her voice outside: “You poor prisoners! Here I am!”


    We opened the door, and when she came in we all remained, contrary to our usual custom, silent. Our eyes fixed on her, we did not know how to speak to her, what to ask her. And there we stood in front of her, a gloomy, silent crowd. She seemed to be surprised at this unusual reception; and suddenly we saw her turn white and become uneasy, then she asked, in a choking voice:


    “Why are you — like this?”


    “And you?” the baker flung at her grimly, never taking his eyes off her.


    “What am I?”


    “N — nothing.”


    “Well, then, give me quickly the little kringels.”


    Never before had she bidden us hurry.


    “There’s plenty of time,” said the baker, not stirring, and not removing his eyes from her face.


    Then, suddenly, she turned round and disappeared through the door.


    The baker took his shovel and said, calmly turning away toward the oven:


    “Well, that settles it! But a soldier! a common beast like that — a low cur!”


    Like a flock of sheep we all pressed round the table, sat down silently, and began listlessly to work. Soon, however, one of us remarked:


    “Perhaps, after all — —”


    “Shut up!” shouted the baker.


    We were all convinced that he was a man of judgment, a man who knew more than we did about things. And at the sound of his voice we were convinced of the soldier’s victory, and our spirits became sad and downcast.


    At twelve o’clock — while we were eating our dinners — the soldier came in. He was as clean and as smart as ever, and looked at us — as usual — straight in the eyes. But we were all awkward in looking at him.


    “Now then, honored sirs, would you like me to show you a soldier’s quality?” he said, chuckling proudly.


    “Go out into the passage, and look through the crack — do you understand?”


    We went into the passage, and stood all pushing against one another, squeezed up to the cracks of the wooden partition of the passage that looked into the yard. We had not to wait long. Very soon Tanya, with hurried footsteps and a careworn face, walked across the yard, jumping over the puddles of melting snow and mud: she disappeared into the store cellar. Then whistling, and not hurrying himself, the soldier followed in the same direction. His hands were thrust in his pockets; his mustaches were quivering.


    Rain was falling, and we saw how its drops fell into the puddles, and the puddles were wrinkled by them. The day was damp and gray — a very dreary day. Snow still lay on the roofs, but on the ground dark patches of mud had begun to appear.


    And the snow on the roofs too was covered by a layer of brownish dirt. The rain fell slowly with a depressing sound. It was cold and disagreeable for us waiting.


    The first to come out of the store cellar was the soldier; he walked slowly across the yard, his mustaches twitching, his hands in his pockets — the same as always.


    Then — Tanya, too, came out. Her eye~her eyes were radiant with joy and happiness, and her lips — were smiling. And she walked as though in a dream, staggering, with unsteady steps.


    We could not bear this quietly. All of us at once rushed to the door, dashed out into the yard and — hissed at her, reviled her viciously, loudly, wildly.


    She started at seeing us, and stood as though rooted in the mud under her feet. We formed a ring round her! and malignantly, without restraint, abused her with vile words, said shameful things to her.


    We did this not loudly, not hurriedly, seeing that she could not get away, that she was hemmed in by us, and we could deride her to our hearts’ content. I don’t know why, but we


    did not beat her. She stood in the midst of us, and turned her head this way and that, as she heard our insults. And we-more and more violently flung at her the filth and venom of our words.


    The color had left her face. Her blue eyes, so happy a moment before, opened wide, her bosom heaved, and her lips quivered.


    We in a ring round her avenged ourselves on her as though she had robbed us. She belonged to us, we had lavished on her our best, and though that best was a beggar’s crumb, still we were twenty-six, she was one, and so there was no pain we could give her equal to her guilt!


    How we insulted her! She was still mute, still gazed at us with wild eyes, and a shiver ran all over her.


    We laughed, roared, yelled. Other people ran up from somewhere and joined us. One of us pulled Tanya by the sleeve of her blouse.


    Suddenly her eyes flashed; deliberately she raised her hands to her head and straightening her hair she said loudly but calmly, straight in our faces:


    “Ah, you miserable prisoners!”


    And she walked straight at us, walked as directly as though we had not been before her, as though we were not blocking her way.


    And hence it was that no one did actually prevent her passing.


    Walking out of our ring, without turning round, she said loudly and with indescribable contempt:


    “Ah, you scum — brutes.”


    And — was gone.


    We were left in the middle of the yard, in the rain, under the gray sky without the sun.


    Then we went mutely away to our damp stone cellar. As before — the sun never peeped in at our windows, and Tanya came no more!


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHELKASH


    
      
    


    An Episode


    Darkened by the dust of the dock, the blue southern sky is murky; the burning sun looks duskily into the greenish sea, as though through a thin gray veil. It can find no reflection in the water, continually cut up by the strokes of oars, the screws of steamers, the deep, sharp keels of Turkish feluccas and other sailing vessels, that pass in all directions, ploughing up the crowded harbor, where the free waves of the sea, pent up within granite walls, and crushed under the vast weights that glide over its crests, beat upon the sides of the ships and on the bank; beat and complain, churned up into foam and fouled with all sorts of refuse.


    The jingle of the anchor chains, the rattle of the links of the trucks that bring down the cargoes, the metallic clank of sheets of iron falling on the stone pavement, the dull thud of wood, the creaking of the carts plying for hire, the whistles of the steamers, piercingly shrill and hoarsely roaring, the shouts of dock laborers, sailors, and customs officers — all these sounds melt into the deafening symphony of the working day, that hovering uncertainty hangs over the harbor, as though afraid to float upward and be lost.


    And fresh waves of sound continually rise up from the earth to join it; deep, grumbling, sullen reverberations setting all around quaking; shrill, menacing notes that pierce the ear and the dusty, sultry air.


    The granite, the iron, the wood, the harbor pavement, the ships and the men — all swelled the mighty strains of this frenzied, impassioned hymn to Mercury. But the voices of men, scarcely audible in it, were weak and ludicrous. And the men, too, themselves, the first source of all that uproar, were ludicrous and pitiable: their little figures, dusty, tattered, nimble, bent under the weight of goods that lay on their backs, under the weight of cares that drove them hither and thither, in the clouds of dust, in the sea of sweltering heat and din, were so trivial and small in comparison with the colossal iron monsters, the mountains of bales, the thundering railway trucks and all that they had created. Their own creation had enslaved them, and stolen away their individual life.


    As they lay letting off steam, the heavy giant steamers whistled or hissed, or seemed to heave deep sighs, and in every sound that came from them could be heard the mocking note of ironical contempt for the gray, dusty shapes of men, crawling about their decks and filling their deep holds with the fruits of their slavish toil. Ludicrous and pitiable were the long strings of dock laborers bearing on their backs thousands of tons of bread, and casting it into the iron bellies of the ships to gain a few pounds of that same bread to fill their own bellies — for their worse luck not made of iron, but alive to the pangs of hunger.


    The men, tattered, drenched with sweat, made dull by weariness, and din and heat; and the mighty machines, created by those men, shining, well-fed, serene, in the sunshine; machines which in the last resort are, after all, not set in motion by steam, but by the muscles and blood of their creators — in this contrast was a whole poem of cruel and frigid irony.


    The clamor oppressed the spirit, the dust fretted the nostrils and blinded the eyes, the sweltering heat baked and exhausted the body, and everything-buildings, men, pavement — seemed strained, breaking, ready to burst, losing patience, on the verge of exploding into some immense catastrophe, some outbreak, after which one would be able to breathe freely and easily in the air refreshed by it. On the earth there would be quietness; and that dusty uproar, deafening, fretting the nerves, driving one to melancholy frenzy, would vanish; and in town, and sea and sky, it would be still and clear and pleasant. But that was only seeming. It seemed so because man has not yet grown weary of hoping for better things, and the longing to feel free is not dead in him.


    Twelve times there rang out the regular musical peal of the bell. When the last brazen clang had died away, the savage orchestra of toil had already lost half its volume. A minute later it had passed into a dull, repining grumble. Now the voices of men and the splash of the sea could be heard more clearly. The dinner-hour had come.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER I


    
      
    


    When the dock laborers, knocking off work, had scattered about the dock in noisy groups, buying various edibles from the women hawking food, and were settling themselves to dinner in shady corners on the pavement, there walked into their midst Grishka Chelkash, an old hunted wolf, well known to all the dock population as a hardened drunkard and a bold and dexterous thief. He was barefoot and bareheaded, clad in old, threadbare, shoddy breeches, in a dirty print shirt, with a torn collar that displayed his mobile, dry, angular bones tightly covered with brown skin. From the ruffled state of his black, slightly grizzled hair and the dazed look on his keen, predatory face, it was evident that he had only just waked up. There was a straw sticking in one brown mustache, another straw clung to the scrubby bristles of his shaved left cheek, and behind his ear he had stuck a little, freshly-picked twig of lime. Long, bony, rather stooping, he paced slowly over the flags, and turning his hooked, rapacious-looking nose from side to side, he cast sharp glances about him, his cold, gray eyes shining, as he scanned one after another among the dock laborers. His thick and long brown mustaches were continually twitching like a cat’s whiskers, while he rubbed his hands behind his back, nervously clenching the long, crooked, clutching fingers. Even here, among hundreds of striking-looking, tattered vagabonds like himself, he attracted attention at once from his resemblance to a vulture of the steppes, from his hungry-looking thinness, and from that peculiar gait of his, as though pouncing down on his prey, so smooth and easy in appearance, but inwardly intent and alert, like the flight of the keen, nervous bird he resembled.


    As he reached one of the groups of ragged dockers, reclining in the shade of a stack of coal baskets, there rose to meet him a thick-set young man, with purple blotches on his dull face and scratches on his neck, unmistakable traces of a recent thrashing. He got up and walked beside Chelkash, saying, in an undertone:


    “The dock officers have got wind of the two cases of goods. They’re on the look-out. D’ye hear, Grishka?”


    “What then?” queried Chelkash, cooly measuring him with his eyes.


    “How ‘what then?’ They’re on the look-out, I say. That’s all.”


    “Did they ask for me to help them look?”


    And with an acrid smile Chelkash looked toward the storehouse of the Volunteer Fleet.


    “You go to the devil!”


    His companion turned away.


    “Ha, wait a bit! Who’s been decorating you like that? Why, what a sight they have made of your signboard! Have you seen Mishka here?”


    “I’ve not seen him this long while!” the other shouted, and hastily went back to his companions.


    Chelkash went on farther, greeted by everyone as a familiar figure. But he, usually so lively and sarcastic, was unmistakably out of humor to-day, and made short and abrupt replies to all inquiries.


    From behind a pile of goods emerged a customs-house officer, a dark green, dusty figure, of military erectness. He barred the way for Chelkash, standing before him in a challenging attitude, his left hand clutching the hilt of his dirk, while with his right he tried to seize Chelkash by the collar.


    “Stop! Where are you going?”


    Chelkash drew back a step, raised his eyes, looked at the official, and smiled dryly.


    The red, good-humoredly crafty face of the official, in its attempt to assume a menacing air, puffed and grew round and purple, while the brows scowled, the eyes rolled, and the effect was very comic.


    “You’ve been told — don’t you dare come into the dock, or I’ll break your ribs! And you’re here again!” the man roared threateningly.


    “How d’ye do, Semyonitch! It’s a long while since we’ve seen each other,” Chelkash greeted him calmly, holding out his hand.


    “Thankful never to see you again! Get along, get along!”


    But yet Semyonitch took the outstretched hand.


    “You tell me this,” Chelkash went on, his gripping fingers still keeping their hold of Semyonitch’s hand, and shaking it with friendly familiarity, “haven’t you seen Mishka?”


    “Mishka, indeed, who’s Mishka? I don’t know any Mishka. Get along, mate! or the inspector’ll see you, he’ll — —”


    “The red-haired fellow that I worked with last time on the ‘Kostroma’?” Chelkash persisted.


    “That you steal with, you’d better say. He’s been taken to the hospital, your Mishka; his foot was crushed by an iron bar. Go away, mate, while you’re asked to civilly, go away, or I’ll chuck you out by the scruff of your neck.”


    “A-ha, that’s like you! And you say-you don’t know Mishka! But I say, why are you so cross, Semyonitch?”


    “I tell you, Grishka, don’t give me any of your jaw. Go — o!”


    The official began to get angry and, looking from side to side, tried to pull his hand away from Chelkash’s firm grip. Chelkash looked calmly at him from under his thick eyebrows, smiled behind his mustache and not letting go of his hand, went on talking.


    “Don’t hurry me. I’ll just have my chat out with you, and then I’ll go. Come, tell us how you’re getting on; wife and children quite well?” And with a spiteful gleam in his eyes, he added, showing his teeth in a mocking grin: “I’ve been meaning to pay you a call for ever so long, but I’ve not had the time, I’m always drinking, you see.”


    “Now — now then-you drop that! You — none of your jokes, you bony devil. I’m in earnest, my man. So you mean you’re coming stealing in the houses and the streets?”


    “What for? Why there’s goods enough here to last our time — for you and me. By God, there’s enough, Semyonitch! So you’ve been filching two cases of goods, eh? Mind, Semyonitch, you’d better look out? You’ll get caught one day!”


    Enraged by Chelkash’s insolence, Semyonitch turned blue, and struggled, spluttering and trying to say something.


    Chelkash let go of his hand, and with complete composure strode back to the dock gates. The customs-house officer followed him, swearing furiously. Chelkash grew more cheerful; he whistled shrilly through his teeth, and thrusting his hands in his breeches pockets, walked with the deliberate gait of a man of leisure, firing off to right and to left biting jeers and jests. He was followed by retorts in the same vein.


    “I say, Grishka, what good care they do take of you! Made your inspection, eh?” shouted one out of a group of dockers, who had finished dinner and were lying on the ground, resting.


    “I’m barefoot, so here’s Semyonitch watching that I shouldn’t graze my foot on anything,” answered Chelkash.


    They reached the gates. Two soldiers felt Chelkash all over, and gave him a slight shove into the streets.


    “Don’t let him go!” wailed Semyonitch, who had stayed behind in the dockyard.


    Chelkash crossed the road and sat down on a stone post opposite the door of the inn. From the dock gates rolled rumbling an endless string of laden carts. To meet them, rattled empty carts, with their drivers jolting up and down in them. The dock vomited howling din and biting dust, and set the earth quaking.


    Chelkash, accustomed to this frenzied uproar, and roused by his scene with Semyonitch, felt in excellent spirits. Before him lay the attractive prospect of a substantial haul, which would call for some little exertion and a great deal of dexterity; Chelkash was confident that he had plenty of the latter, and, half-closing his eyes, dreamed of how he would indulge to~morrow morning when the business would be over and the notes would be rustling in his pocket.


    Then he thought of his comrade, Mishka, who would have been very useful that night, if he had not hurt his foot; Chelkash swore to himself, thinking that, all alone, without Mishka, maybe he’d hardly manage it all. What sort of night would it be? Chelkash looked at the sky, and along the street.


    Half-a-dozen paces from him, on the flagged pavement, there sat, leaning against a stone post, a young fellow in a coarse blue linen shirt, and breeches of the same, in plaited bark shoes, and a torn, reddish cap. Near him lay a little bag, and a scythe without a handle, with a wisp of hay twisted round it and carefully tied with string. The youth was broad-shouldered, squarely built, flaxen headed, with a sunburnt and weather-beaten face, and big blue eyes that stared with confident simplicity at Chelkash.


    Chelkash grinned at him, put out his tongue, and making a fearful face, stared persistently at him with wide-open eyes.


    The young fellow at first blinked in bewilderment, but then, suddenly bursting into a guffaw, shouted through his laughter: “Oh! you funny chap!” and half getting up from the ground, rolled clumsily from his post to Chelkash’s, upsetting his bag into the dust, and knocking the heel of his scythe on the stone.


    “Eh, mate, you’ve been on the spree, one can see!” he said to Chelkash, pulling at his trousers.


    “That’s so, suckling, that’s so indeed!” Chelkash admitted frankly; he took at once to this healthy, simple-hearted youth, with his childish clear eyes. “Been off mowing, eh?”


    “To be sure! You’ve to mow a verst to earn ten kopecks! It’s a poor business! Folks — in masses! Men had come tramping from the famine parts. They’ve knocked down the prices, go where you will. Sixty kopecks they paid in Kuban. And in years gone by, they do say, it was three, and four, and five roubles.”


    “In years gone by! Why, in years gone by, for the mere sight of a Russian they paid three roubles out that way. Ten years ago I used to make a regular trade of it. One would go to a settlement— ‘I’m a Russian,’ one said — and they’d come and gaze at you at once, touch you, wonder at you, and — you’d get three roubles. And they’d give you food and drink — stay as long as you like!”


    As the youth listened to Chelkash, at first his mouth dropped open, his round face expressing bewildered rapture; then, grasping the fact that this tattered fellow was romancing, he closed his lips with a smack and guffawed. Chelkash kept a serious face, hiding a smile in his mustache.


    “You funny chap, you chaff away as though it were the truth, and I listen as if it were a bit of news! No, upon my soul, in years gone by — —”


    “Why, and didn’t I say so? To be sure, I’m telling you how in years gone by — —”


    “Go on!” the lad waved his hand. “A cobbler, eh? or a tailor? or what are you?”


    “I?” Chelkash queried, and after a moment’s thought he said: “I’m a fisherman.”


    “A fisherman! Really? You catch fish?”


    “Why fish? Fishermen about here don’t catch fish only. They fish more for drowned men, old anchors, sunk ships — everything! There are hooks on purpose for all that.”


    “Go on! That sort of fishermen, maybe, that sing of themselves:


    ”We cast our nets Over banks that are dry, Over storerooms and pantries!”


    “Why, have you seen any of that sort?” inquired Chelkash, looking scoffingly at him and thinking that this nice youth was very stupid.


    “No, seen them I haven’t! I’ve heard tell.”


    “Do you like them?”


    “Like them? May be. They’re all right, fine bold chaps — free.”


    “And what’s freedom to you? Do you care for freedom?”


    “Well, I should think so! Be your own master, go where you please, do as you like. To be sure! If you know how to behave yourself, and you’ve nothing weighing upon you — it’s first rate. Enjoy yourself all you can, only be mindful of God.”


    Chelkash spat contemptuously, and turning away from the youth, dropped the conversation.


    “Here’s my case now,” the latter began, with sudden animation. “As my father’s dead, my bit of land’s small, my mother’s old, all the land’s sucked dry, what am I to do? I must live. And how? There’s no telling.


    “Am I to marry into some well-to-do house? I’d be glad to, if only they’d let their daughter have her share apart.


    “Not a bit of it, the devil of a father-in-law won’t consent to that. And so I shall have to slave for him — for ever so long — for years. A nice state of things, you know!


    “But if I could earn a hundred or a hundred and fifty roubles, I could stand on my own feet, and look askance at old Antip, and tell him straight out! Will you give Marfa her share apart? No? all right, then! Thank God, she’s not the only girl in the village. And I should be, I mean, quite free and independent.


    “Ah, yes!” the young man sighed. “But as ’tis, there’s nothing for it, but to marry and live at my father-in-law’s. I was thinking I’d go, d’ye see, to Kuban, and make some two hundred roubles-straight off! Be a gentleman! But there, it was no go! It didn’t come off. Well, I suppose I’ll have to work for my father-in-law! Be a day-laborer. For I’ll never manage on my own bit — not anyhow. Heigh-ho!”


    The lad extremely disliked the idea of bondage to his future father-in-law. His face positively darkened and looked gloomy. He shifted clumsily on the ground and drew Chelkash out of the reverie into which he had sunk during his speech.


    Chelkash felt that he had no inclination now to talk to him, yet he asked him another question: “Where are you going now?”


    “Why, where should I go? Home, to be sure.”


    “Well, mate, I couldn’t be sure of that, you might be on your way to Turkey.”


    “To Th-urkey!” drawled the youth. “Why, what good Christian ever goes there! Well I never!”


    “Oh, you fool!” sighed Chelkash, and again he turned away from his companion, conscious this time of a positive disinclination to waste another word on him. This stalwart village lad roused some feeling in him. It was a vague feeling of annoyance, that grew instinctively, stirred deep down in his heart, and hindered him from concentrating himself on the consideration of all that he had to do that night.


    The lad he had thus reviled muttered something, casting occasionally a dubious glance at Chelkash. His cheeks were comically puffed out, his lips parted, and his eyes were screwed up and blinking with extreme rapidity. He had obviously not expected so rapid and insulting a termination to his conversation with this long-whiskered ragamuffin. The ragamuffin took no further notice of him. He whistled dreamily, sitting on the stone post, and beating time on it with his bare, dirty heel.


    The young peasant wanted to be quits with him.


    “Hi, you there, fisherman! Do you often get tipsy like this?” he was beginning, but at the same instant the fisherman turned quickly towards him, and asked:


    “I say, suckling! Would you like a job to-night with me? Eh? Tell me quickly!”


    “What sort of a job?” the lad asked him, distrustfully.


    “What! What I set you. We’re going fishing. You’ll row the boat.”


    “Well. Yes. All right. I don’t mind a job. Only there’s this. I don’t want to get into a mess with you. You’re so awfully deep. You’re rather shady.”


    Chelkash felt a scalding sensation in his breast, and with cold anger he said in a low voice:


    “And you’d better hold your tongue, whatever you think, or I’ll give you a tap on your nut that will make things light enough.”


    He jumped up from his post, tugged at his moustache with his left hand, while his sinewy right hand was clenched into a fist, hard as iron, and his eyes gleamed.


    The youth was frightened. He looked quickly round him, and blinking uneasily, he, too, jumped up from the ground. Measuring one another with their eyes, they paused.


    “Well?” Chelkash queried, sullenly. He was boiling inwardly, and trembling at the affront dealt him by this young calf, whom he had despised while he talked to him, but now hated all at once because he had such clear blue eyes, such health, a sunburned face, and broad, strong hands; because he had somewhere a village, a home in it, because a well-to-do peasant wanted him for a son-in-law, because of all his life, past and future, and most of all, because he — this babe compared with Chelkash — dared to love freedom, which he could not appreciate, nor need. It is always unpleasant to see that a man one regards as baser or lower than oneself likes or hates the same things, and so puts himself on a level with oneself.


    The young peasant looked at Chelkash and saw in him an employer.


    “Well,” he began, “I don’t mind. I’m glad of it. Why, it’s work for, you or any other man. I only meant that you don’t look like a working man — a bit too-ragged. Oh, I know that may happen to anyone. Good Lord, as though I’ve never seen drunkards! Lots of them! and worse than you too.”


    “All right, all right! Then you agree?” Chelkash said more amicably.


    “I? Ye-es! With pleasure! Name your terms.”


    “That’s according to the job. As the job turns out. According to the job. Five roubles you may get. Do you see?”


    But now it was a question of money, and in that the peasant wished to be precise, and demanded the same exactness from his employer. His distrust and suspicion revived.


    “That’s not my way of doing business, mate! A bird in the hand for me.”


    Chelkash threw himself into his part.


    “Don’t argue, wait a bit! Come into the restaurant.”


    And they went down the street side by side, Chelkash with the dignified air of an employer, twisting his mustaches, the youth with an expression of absolute readiness to give way to him, but yet full of distrust and uneasiness.


    “And what’s your name?” asked Chelkash.


    “Gavrilo!” answered the youth.


    When they had come into the dirty and smoky eating-house, and Chelkash going up to the counter, in the familiar tone of an habitual customer, ordered a bottle of vodka, cabbage soup, a cut from the joint, and tea, and reckoning up his order, flung the waiter a brief “put it all down!” to which the waiter nodded in silence, — Gavrilo was at once filled with respect for this ragamuffin, his employer, who enjoyed here such an established and confident position.


    “Well, now we’ll have a bit of lunch and talk things over. You sit still, I’ll be back in a minute.”


    He went out. Gavrilo looked round. The restaurant was in an underground basement; it was damp and dark, and reeked with the stifling fumes of vodka, tobacco-smoke, tar, and some acrid odor. Facing Gavrilo at another table sat a drunken man in the dress of a sailor, with a red beard, all over coal-dust and tar. Hiccupping every minute, he was droning a song all made up of broken and incoherent words, strangely sibilant and guttural sounds. He was unmistakably not a Russian.


    Behind him sat two Moldavian women, tattered, black-haired sunburned creatures, who were chanting some sort of song, too, with drunken voices.


    And from the darkness beyond emerged other figures, all strangely dishevelled, all half-drunk, noisy and restless.


    Gavrilo felt miserable here alone. He longed for his employer to come back quickly. And the din in the eating-house got louder and louder. Growing shriller every second, it all melted into one note, and it seemed like the roaring of some monstrous boast, with hundreds of different throats, vaguely enraged, trying to struggle out of this damp hole and unable to find a way out to freedom.


    Gavrilo felt something intoxicating and oppressive creeping over him, over all his limbs, making his head reel, and his eyes grow dim, as they moved inquisitively about the eating-house.


    Chelkash came in, and they began eating and drinking and talking. At the third glass Gavrilo was drunk. He became lively and wanted to say something pleasant to his employer, who — the good fellow! — though he had done nothing for him yet, was entertaining him so agreeably. But the words which flowed in perfect waves to his throat, for some reason would not come from his tongue.


    Chelkash looked at him and smiled sarcastically, saying:


    “You’re screwed! Ugh — milksop! — with five glasses! how will you work?”


    “Dear fellow!” Gavrilo melted into a drunken, good-natured smile. “Never fear! I respect you! That is, look here! Let me kiss you! eh?”


    “Come, come! A drop more!”


    Gavrilo drank, and at last reached a condition when everything seemed waving up and down in regular undulations before his eyes. It was unpleasant and made him feel sick. His face wore an expression of childish bewilderment and foolish enthusiasm. Trying to say something, he smacked his lips absurdly and bellowed. Chelkash, watching him intently, twisted his mustaches, and as though recollecting something, still smiled to himself, but morosely now and maliciously.


    The eating-house roared with drunken clamor. The red-headed sailor was asleep, with his elbows on the table.


    “Come, let’s go then!” said Chelkash, getting up.


    Gavrilo tried to get up, but could not, and with a vigorous oath, he laughed a meaningless, drunken laugh.


    “Quite screwed!” said Chelkash, sitting down again opposite him.


    Gavrilo still guffawed, staring with dull eyes at his new employer. And the latter gazed at him intently, vigilantly and thoughtfully. He saw before him a man whose life had fallen into his wolfish clutches. He, Chelkash, felt that he had the power to do with it as he pleased. He could rend it like a card, and he could help to set it on a firm footing in its peasant framework. He reveled in feeling himself master of another man, and thought that never would this peasant-lad drink of such a cup as destiny had given him, Chelkash, to drink. And he envied this young life and pitied it, sneered at it, and was even troubled over it, picturing to himself how it might again fall into such hands as his.


    And all these feelings in the end melted in Chelkash into one — a fatherly sense of proprietorship in him. He felt sorry for the boy, and the boy was necessary to him. Then Chelkash took Gavrilo under the arms, and giving him a slight shove behind with his knee, got him out into the yard of the eating-house, where he put him on the ground in the shade of a stack of wood, then he sat down beside him and lighted his pipe.


    Gavrilo shifted about a little, muttered, and dropped asleep.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER II.


    
      
    


    “Come, ready?” Chelkash asked in a low voice of Gavrilo, who was busy doing something to the oars.


    “In a minute! The rowlock here’s unsteady, can I just knock it in with the oar?”


    “No — no! Not a sound! Push it down harder with your hand, it’ll go in of itself.”


    They were both quietly getting out a boat, which was tied to the stern of one of a whole flotilla of oakladen barges, and big Turkish feluccas, half unloaded, hall still full of palm-oil, sandal wood, and thick trunks of cypress.


    The night was dark, thick strata of ragged clouds were moving across the sky, and the sea was quiet, black, and thick as oil. It wafted a damp and salt aroma, and splashed caressingly on the sides of the vessels and the banks, setting Chelkash’s boat lightly rocking. There were boats all round them. At a long distance from the shore rose from the sea the dark outlines of vessels, thrusting up into the dark sky their pointed masts with various colored lights at their tops. The sea reflected the lights, and was spotted with masses of yellow, quivering patches. This was very beautiful on the velvety bosom of the soft, dull black water, so rhythmically, mightily breathing. The sea slept the sound, healthy sleep of a workman, wearied out by his day’s toil.


    “We’re off!” said Gavrilo, dropping the oars into the water.


    “Yes!” With a vigorous turn of the rudder Chelkash drove the boat into a strip of water between two barks, and they darted rapidly over the smooth surface, that kindled into bluish phosphorescent light under the strokes of the oars. Behind the boat’s stern lay a winding ribbon of this phosphorescence, broad and quivering.


    “Well, how’s your head, aching?” asked Chelkash, smiling.


    “Awfully! Like iron ringing. I’ll wet it with some water in a minute.”


    “Why? You’d better wet your inside, that may get rid of it. You can do that at once.” He held out a bottle to Gavrilo.


    “Eh? Lord bless you!”


    There was a faint sound of swallowing.


    “Aye! aye! like it? Enough!” Chelkash stopped him.


    The boat darted on again, noiselessly and lightly threading its way among the vessels. All at once, they emerged from the labyrinth of ships, and the sea, boundless, mute, shining and rhythmically breathing, lay open before them, stretching far into the distance, where there rose out of its waters masses of storm clouds, some lilac-blue with fluffy yellow edges, and some greenish like the color of the seawater, or those dismal, leaden-colored clouds that cast such heavy, dreary shadows, oppressing mind and soul. They crawled slowly after one another, one melting into another, one overtaking another, and there was something weird in this slow procession of soulless masses.


    It seemed as though there, at the sea’s rim, they were a countless multitude, that they would forever crawl thus sluggishly over the sky, striving with dull malignance to hinder it from peeping at the sleeping sea with its millions of golden eyes, the various colored, vivid stars, that shine so dreamily and stir high hopes in all who love their pure, holy light. Over the sea hovered the vague, soft sound of its drowsy breathing.


    “The sea’s fine, eh?” asked Chelkash.


    “It’s all right! Only I feel scared on it,” answered Gavrilo, pressing the oars vigorously and evenly through the water. The water faintly gurgled and splashed under the strokes of his long oars, splashed glittering with the warm, bluish, phosphorescent light.


    “Scared! What a fool!” Chelkash muttered, discontentedly.


    He, the thief and cynic, loved the sea. His effervescent, nervous nature, greedy after impressions, was never weary of gazing at that dark expanse, boundless, free, and mighty. And it hurt him to hear such an answer to his question about the beauty of what he loved. Sitting in the stern, he cleft the water with his oar, and looked on ahead quietly, filled with desire to glide far on this velvety surface, not soon to quit it.


    On the sea there always rose up in him a broad, warm feeling, that took possession of his whole soul, and somewhat purified it from the sordidness of daily life. He valued this, and loved to feel himself better out here in the midst of the water and the air, where the cares of life, and life itself, always lose, the former their keenness, the latter its value.


    “But where’s the tackle? Eh?” Gavrilo asked suspiciously all at once, peering into the boat.


    Chelkash started.


    “Tackle? I’ve got it in the stern.”


    “Why, what sort of tackle is it?” Gavrilo inquired again with surprised suspicion in his tone.


    “What sort? lines and—” But Chelkash felt ashamed to lie to this boy, to conceal his real plans, and he was sorry to lose what this peasant-lad had destroyed in his heart by this question. He flew into a rage. That scalding bitterness he knew so well rose in his breast and his throat, and impressively, cruelly, and malignantly he said to Gavrilo:


    “You’re sitting here — and I tell you, you’d better sit quiet. And not poke your nose into what’s not your business. You’ve been hired to row, and you’d better row. But if you can’t keep your tongue from wagging, it will be a bad lookout for you. D’ye see?”


    For a minute the boat quivered and stopped. The oars rested in the water, setting it foaming, and Gavrilo moved uneasily on his seat.


    “Row!”


    A sharp oath rang out in the air. Gavrilo swung the oars. The boat moved with rapid, irregular jerks, noisily cutting the water.


    “Steady!”


    Chelkash got up from the stern, still holding the oars in his hands, and peering with his cold eyes into the pale and twitching face of Gavrilo. Crouching forward Chelkash was like a cat on the point of springing. There was the sound of angry gnashing of teeth.


    “Who’s calling?” rang out a surly shout from the sea.


    “Now, you devil, row! quietly with the oars! I’ll kill you, you cur. Come, row! One, two! There! you only make a sound! I’ll cut your throat!” hissed Chelkash.


    “Mother of God — Holy Virgin—” muttered Gavrilo, shaking and numb with terror and exertion.


    The boat turned smoothly and went back toward the harbor, where the lights gathered more closely into a group of many colors and the straight stems of masts could be seen.


    “Hi! Who’s shouting?” floated across again. The voice was farther off this time. Chelkash grew calm again.


    “It’s yourself, friend, that’s shouting!” he said in the direction of the shouts, and then he turned to Gavrilo, who was muttering a prayer.


    “Well, mate, you’re in luck! If those devils had overtaken us, it would have been all over with you. D’you see? I’d have you over in a trice — to the fishes!”


    Now, when Chelkash was speaking quietly and even good-humoredly, Gavrilo, still shaking with terror, besought him!


    “Listen, forgive me! For Christ’s sake, I beg you, let me go! Put me on shore somewhere! Aie-aie-aie! I’m done for entirely! Come, think of God, let me go! What am I to you? I can’t do it! I’ve never been used to such things. It’s the first time. Lord! Why, I shall be lost! How did you get round me, mate? eh? It’s a shame of you! Why, you’re ruining a man’s life! Such doings.”


    “What doings?” Chelkash asked grimly. “Eh? Well, what doings?”


    He was amused by the youth’s terror, and he enjoyed it and the sense that he, Chelkash, was a terrible person.


    “Shady doings, mate. Let me go, for God’s sake! What am I to you? eh? Good — dear — !”


    “Hold your tongue, do! If you weren’t wanted, I shouldn’t have taken you. Do you understand? So, shut up!”


    “Lord!” Gavrilo sighed, sobbing.


    “Come, come! you’d better mind!” Chelkash cut him short.


    But Gavrilo by now could not restrain himself, and quietly sobbing, he wept, sniffed, and writhed in his seat, yet rowed vigorously, desperately. The boat shot on like an arrow. Again dark hulks of ships rose up on their way and the boat was again lost among them, winding like a wolf in the narrow lanes of water between them.


    “Here, you listen! If anyone asks you anything, — hold your tongue, if you want to get off alive! Do you see?”


    “Oh — oh!” Gavrilo sighed hopelessly in answer to the grim advice, and bitterly he added: “I’m a lost man!”


    “Don’t howl!” Chelkash whispered impressively.


    This whisper deprived Gavrilo of all power of grasping anything and transformed him into a senseless automaton, wholly absorbed in a chill presentiment of calamity.


    Mechanically he lowered the oars into the water, threw himself back, drew them out and dropped them in again, all the while staring blankly at his plaited shoes. The waves splashed against the vessels with a sort of menace, a sort of warning in their drowsy sound that terrified him. The dock was reached. From its granite wall came the sound of men’s voices, the splash of water, singing, and shrill whistles.


    “Stop!” whispered Chelkash. “Give over rowing! Push along with your hands on the wall! Quietly, you devil!”


    Gavrilo, clutching at the slippery stone, pushed the boat alongside the wall. The boat moved without a sound, sliding alongside the green, shiny stone.


    “Stop! Give me the oars! Give them here. Where’s your passport? In the bag? Give me the bag! Come, give it here quickly! That, my dear fellow, is so you shouldn’t run off. You won’t run away now. Without oars you might have got off somehow, but without a passport you’ll be afraid to. Wait here! But mind — if you squeak — to the bottom of the sea you go!”


    And, all at once, clinging on to something with his hands, Chelkash rose in the air and vanished onto the wall.


    Gavrilo shuddered. It had all happened so quickly. He felt as though the cursed weight and horror that had crushed him in the presence of this thin thief with his mustaches was loosened and rolling off him. Now to run! And breathing freely, he looked round him. On his left rose a black hulk, without masts, a sort of huge coffin, mute, untenanted, and desolate.


    Every splash of the water on its sides awakened a hollow, resonant echo within it, like a heavy sigh.


    On the right the damp stone wall of the quay trailed its length, winding like a heavy, chill serpent. Behind him, too, could be seen black blurs of some sort, while in front, in the opening between the wall and the side of that coffin, he could see the sea, a silent waste, with the storm-clouds crawling above it. Everything was cold, black, malignant. Gavrilo felt panic-stricken. This terror was worse than the terror inspired in him by Chelkash; it penetrated into Gavrilo’s bosom with icy keenness, huddled him into a cowering mass, and kept him nailed to his seat in the boat.


    All around was silent. Not a sound but the sighs of the sea, and it seemed as though this silence would instantly be rent by something fearful, furiously loud, something that would shake the sea to its depths, tear apart these heavy flocks of clouds on the sky, and scatter all these black ships. The clouds were crawling over the sky as dismally as before; more of them still rose up out of the sea, and, gazing at the sky, one might believe that it, too, was a sea, but a sea in agitation, and grown petrified in its agitation, laid over that other sea beneath, that was so drowsy, serene, and smooth. The clouds were like waves, flinging themselves with curly gray crests down upon the earth and into the abysses of space, from which they were torn again by the wind, and tossed back upon the rising billows of cloud, that were not yet hidden under the greenish foam of their furious agitation.


    Gavrilo felt crushed by this gloomy stillness and beauty, and felt that he longed to see his master come back quickly. And how was it that he lingered there so long? The time passed slowly, more slowly than those clouds crawled over the sky. And the stillness grew more malignant as time went on. From the wall of the quay came the sound of splashing, rustling, and something like whispering. It seemed to Gavrilo that he would die that moment.


    “Hi! Asleep? Hold it! Carefully!” sounded the hollow voice of Chelkash.


    From the wall something cubical and heavy was let down. Gavrilo took it into the boat. Something else like it followed. Then across the wall stretched Chelkash’s long figure, the oars appeared from somewhere, Gavrilo’s bag dropped at his feet, and Chelkash, breathing heavily, settled himself in the stern.


    Gavrilo gazed at him with a glad and timid smile.


    “Tired?”


    “Bound to be that, calf! Come now, row your best! Put your back into it! You’ve earned good wages, mate. Half the job’s done. Now we’ve only to slip under the devils’ noses, and then you can take your money and go off to your Mashka. You’ve got a Mashka, I suppose, eh, kiddy?”


    “N — no!” Gavrilo strained himself to the utmost, working his chest like a pair of bellows, and his arms like steel springs. The water gurgled under the boat, and the blue streak behind the stern was broader now. Gavrilo was soaked through with sweat at once, but he still rowed on with all his might.


    After living through such terror twice that night, he dreaded now having to go through it a third time, and longed for one thing only — to make an end quickly of this accursed task, to get on to land, and to run away from this man, before he really did kill him, or get him into prison. He resolved not to speak to him about anything, not to contradict him, to do all he told him, and, if he should succeed in getting successfully quit of him, to pay for a thanksgiving service to be said to-morrow to Nikolai the Wonder-worker. A passionate prayer was ready to burst out from his bosom. But he restrained himself, puffed like a steamer, and was silent, glancing from under his brows at Chelkash.


    The latter, with his lean, long figure bent forward like a bird about to take flight, stared into the darkness ahead of the boat with his hawk eyes, and turning his rapacious, hooked nose from side to side, gripped with one hand the rudder handle, while with the other he twirled his mustache, that was continually quivering with smiles. Chelkash was pleased with his success, with himself, and with this youth, who had been so frightened of him and had been turned into his slave. He had a vision of unstinted dissipation to-morrow, while now he enjoyed the sense of his strength, which had enslaved this young, fresh lad. He watched how he was toiling, and felt sorry for him, wanted to encourage him.


    “Eh!” he said softly, with a grin. “Were you awfully scared? eh?”


    “Oh, no!” sighed Gavrilo, and he cleared his throat.


    “But now you needn’t work so at the oars. Ease off! There’s only one place now to pass. Rest a bit.”


    Gavrilo obediently paused, rubbed the sweat off his face with the sleeve of his shirt, and dropped the oars again into the water.


    “Now, row more slowly, so that the water shouldn’t bubble. We’ve only the gates to pass. Softly, softly. For they’re serious people here, mate. They might take a pop at one in a minute. They’d give you such a bump on your forehead, you wouldn’t have time to call out.”


    The boat now crept along over the water almost without a sound. Only from the oars dripped blue drops of water, and when they trickled into the sea, a blue patch of light was kindled for a minute where they fell. The night had become still warmer and more silent. The sky was no longer like a sea in turmoil, the clouds were spread out and covered it with a smooth, heavy canopy that hung low over the water and did not stir. And the sea was still more calm and black, and stronger than ever was the warm salt smell from it.


    “Ah, if only it would rain!” whispered Chelkash. “We could get through then, behind a curtain as it were.”


    On the right and the left of the boat, like houses rising out of the black water, stood barges, black, motionless, and gloomy. On one of them moved a light; some one was walking up and down with a lantern. The sea stroked their sides with a hollow sound of supplication, and they responded with an echo, cold and resonant, as though unwilling to yield anything.


    “The coastguards!” Chelkash whispered hardly above a breath.


    From the moment when he had bidden him row more slowly, Gavrilo had again been overcome by that intense agony of expectation. He craned forward into the darkness, and he felt as though he were growing bigger; his bones and sinews were strained with a dull ache, his head, filled with a single idea, ached, the skin on his back twitched, and his legs seemed pricked with sharp, chill little pins and needles. His eyes ached from the strain of gazing into the darkness, whence he expected every instant something would spring up and shout to them: “Stop, thieves!”


    Now when Chelkash whispered: “The coastguards!” Gavrilo shuddered, and one intense, burning idea passed through him, and thrilled his overstrained nerves; he longed to cry out, to call men to his aid. He opened his mouth, and half rose from his seat, squared his chest, drew in a full draught of breath — and opened his mouth — but suddenly, struck down by a terror that smote him like a whip, he shut his eyes and rolled forward off his seat.


    Far away on the horizon, ahead of the boat, there rose up out of the black water of the sea a huge fiery blue sword; it rose up, cleaving the darkness of night, its blade glided through the clouds in the sky, and lay, a broad blue streak on the bosom of the sea. It lay there, and in the streak of its light there sprang up out of the darkness ships unseen till then, black and mute, shrouded in the thick night mist.


    It seemed as though they had lain long at the bottom of the sea, dragged down by the mighty hands of the tempest; and now behold they had been drawn up by the power and at the will of this blue fiery sword, born of the sea — had been drawn up to gaze upon the sky and all that was above the water. Their rigging wrapped about the masts and looked like clinging seaweeds, that had risen from the depths with these black giants caught in their snares. And it rose upward again from the sea, this strange blue sword, — rose, cleft the night again, and again fell down in another direction. And again, where it lay, there rose up out of the dark the outlines of vessels, unseen before.


    Chelkash’s boat stopped and rocked on the water, as though in uncertainty. Gavrilo lay at the bottom, his face hidden in his hands, until Chelkash poked him with an oar and whispered furiously, but softly:


    “Fool, it’s the customs cruiser. That’s the electric light! Get up, blockhead! Why, they’ll turn the light on us in a minute! You’ll be the ruin of yourself and me! Come!”


    And at last, when a blow from the sharp end of the oar struck Gavrilo’s head more violently, he jumped up, still afraid to open his eyes, sat down on the seat, and, fumbling for the oars, rowed the boat on.


    “Quietly! I’ll kill you! Didn’t I tell you? There, quietly! Ah, you fool, damn you! What are you frightened of? Eh, pig face? A lantern and a reflector, that’s all it is. Softly with the oars! Mawkish devil! They turn the reflector this way and that way, and light up the sea, so as to see if there are folks like you and me afloat.


    “To catch smugglers, they do it.They won’t get us, they’ve sailed too far off. Don’t be frightened, lad, they won’t catch us. Now we—” Chelkash looked triumphantly round. “It’s over, we’ve rowed out of reach! Foo — o! Come, you’re in luck.”


    Gavrilo sat mute; he rowed, and breathing hard, looked askance where that fiery sword still rose and sank. He was utterly unable to believe Chelkash that it was only a lantern and a reflector. The cold, blue brilliance, that cut through the darkness and made the sea gleam with silver light, had something about it inexplicable, portentous, and Gavrilo now sank into a sort of hypnotized, miserable terror. Some vague presentiment weighed aching on his breast. He rowed automatically, with pale face, huddled up as though expecting a blow from above, and there was no thought, no desire in him now, he was empty and soulless. The emotions of that night had swallowed up at last all that was human in him.


    But Chelkash was triumphant again; complete success! all anxiety at an end! His nerves, accustomed to strain, relaxed, returned to the normal. His mustaches twitched voluptuously, and there was an eager light in his eyes. He felt splendid, whistled through his teeth, drew in deep breaths of the damp sea air, looked about him in the darkness, and laughed good-naturedly when his eyes rested on Gavrilo.


    The wind blew up and waked the sea into a sudden play of fine ripples. The clouds had become, as it were, finer and more transparent, but the sky was still covered with them.


    The wind, though still light, blew freely over the sea, yet the clouds were motionless and seemed plunged in some gray, dreary dream.


    “Come, mate, pull yourself together! it’s high time! Why, what a fellow you are; as though all the breath had been knocked out of your skin, and only a bag of bones was left! My dear fellow! It’s all over now! Hey!”


    It was pleasant to Gavrilo to hear a human voice, even though Chelkash it was that spoke.


    “I hear,” he said softly.


    “Come, then, milksop. Come, you sit at the rudder and I’ll take the oars, you must be tired!”


    Mechanically Gavrilo changed places. When Chelkash, as he changed places with him, glanced into his face, and noticed that he was staggering on his shaking legs, he felt still sorrier for the lad. He clapped him on the shoulder.


    “Come, come, don’t be scared! You’ve earned a good sum for it. I’ll pay you richly, mate. Would you like twenty-five roubles, eh?”


    “I — don’t want anything. Only to be on shore.”


    Chelkash waved his hand, spat, and fell to rowing, flinging the oars far back with his long arms.


    The sea had waked up. It frolicked in little waves, bringing them forth, decking them with a fringe of foam, flinging them on one another, and breaking them up into tiny eddies. The foam, melting, hissed and sighed, and everything was filled with the musical plash and cadence. The darkness seemed more alive.


    “Come, tell me,” began Chelkash, “you’ll go home to the village, and you’ll marry and begin digging the earth and sowing corn, your wife will bear you children, food won’t be too plentiful, and so you’ll grind away all your life. Well? Is there such sweetness in that?”


    “Sweetness!” Gavrilo answered, timid and trembling, “what, indeed?”


    The wind tore a rent in the clouds and through the gap peeped blue bits of sky, with one or two stars. Reflected in the frolicking sea, these stars danced on the waves, vanishing and shining out again.


    “More to the right!” said Chelkash. “Soon we shall be there. Well, well! It’s over. A haul that’s worth it! See here. One night, and I’ve made five hundred roubles! Eh? What do you say to that?”


    “Five hundred?” Gavrilo, drawled, incredulously, but he was seared at once, and quickly asked, prodding the bundle in the boat with his foot. “Why, what sort of thing may this be?”


    “That’s silk. A costly thing. All that, if one sold it for its value, would fetch a thousand. But I sell cheap. Is that smart business?”


    “I sa — ay?” Gavrilo drawled dubiously. “If only I’d all that!” be sighed, recalling all at once the village, his poor little bit of land, his poverty, his mother, and all that was so far away and so near his heart; for the sake of which he bad gone to seek work, for the sake of which he had suffered such agonies that night. A flood of memories came back to him of his village, running down the steep slope to the river and losing itself in a whole forest of birch trees, willows, and mountain-ashes. These memories breathed something warm into him and cheered him up. “Ah, it would be grand!” he sighed mournfully.


    “To be sure! I expect you’d bolt home by the railway! And wouldn’t the girls make love to you at home, aye, aye! You could choose which you liked! You’d build yourself a house. No, the money, maybe, would hardly be enough for a house.”


    “That’s true — it wouldn’t do for a house. Wood’s dear down our way.”


    “Well, never mind. You’d mend up the old one. How about a horse? Have you got one?”


    “A horse? Yes, I have, but a wretched old thing it is.”


    “Well, then, you’d have a horse. A first-rate horse! A cow — sheep — fowls of all sorts. Eh?”


    “Don’t talk of it! If I only could! Oh, Lord! What a life I should have!”


    “Aye, mate, your life would be first-rate. I know something about such things. I had a home of my own once. My father was one of the richest in the village.”


    Chelkash rowed slowly. The boat danced on the waves that sportively splashed over its edge; it scarcely moved forward on the dark sea; which frolicked more and more gayly. The two men were dreaming, rocked on the water, and pensively looking around them. Chelkash had turned Gavrilo’s thoughts to his village with the aim of encouraging and reassuring him.


    At first he had talked grinning sceptically to himself under his mustaches, but afterward, as he replied to his companion and reminded him of the joys of a peasant’s life, which he had so long ago wearied of, had forgotten, and only now recalled, he was gradually carried away, and, instead of questioning the peasant youth about his village and its doings, unconsciously he dropped into describing it himself:


    “The great thing in the peasant’s life, mate, is its freedom! You’re your own master. You’ve your own home — worth a farthing, maybe — but it’s yours! You’ve your own land — only a handful the whole of it — but it’s yours! Hens of your own, eggs, apples of your own! You’re king on your own land! And then the regularity. You get up in the morning, you’ve work to do, in the spring one sort, in the summer another, in the autumn, in the winter — different again. Wherever you go, you’ve home to come back to! It’s snug! There’s peace! You’re a king! Aren’t you really?” Chelkash concluded enthusiastically his long reckoning of the peasant’s advantages and privileges, forgetting, somehow, his duties.


    Gavrilo looked at him with curiosity, and he, too, warmed to the subject. During this conversation he had succeeded in forgetting with whom he had to deal, and he saw in his companion a peasant like himself — cemented to the soil for ever by the sweat of generations, and bound to it by the recollections of childhood — who had wilfully broken loose from it and from its cares, and was bearing the inevitable punishment for this abandonment.


    “That’s true, brother! Ah, how true it is! Look at you, now, what you’ve become away from the land! Aha! The land, brother, is like a mother, you can’t forget it for long.”


    Chelkash awaked from his reverie. He felt that scalding irritation in his chest, which always came as soon as his pride, the pride of the reckless vagrant, was touched by anyone, and especially by one who was of no value in his eyes.


    “His tongue’s set wagging!” he said savagely, “you thought, maybe, I said all that in earnest. Never fear!”


    “But, you strange fellow!” — Gavrilo began, overawed again— “Was I speaking of you? Why, there’s lots like you! Ah, what a lot of unlucky people among the people! Wanderers — —”


    “Take the oars, you sea-calf!” Chelkash commanded briefly, for some reason holding back a whole torrent of furious abuse, which surged up into his throat.


    They changed places again, and Chelkash, as he crept across the boat to the stern, felt an intense desire to give Gavrilo a kick that would send him flying into the water, and at the same time could not pluck up courage to look him in the face.


    The brief conversation dropped, but now Gavrilo’s silence even was eloquent of the country to Chelkash. He recalled the past, and forgot to steer the boat, which was turned by the current and floated away out to sea. The waves seemed to understand that this boat had missed its way, and played lightly with it, tossing it higher and higher, and kindling their gay blue light under its oars. While before Chelkash’s eyes floated pictures of the past, the far past, separated from the present by the whole barrier of eleven years of vagrant life.


    He saw himself a child, his village, his mother, a red-cheeked plump woman, with kindly gray eyes, his father, a red-bearded giant with a stern face. He saw himself betrothed, and saw his wife, black-eyed Anfisa, with her long hair, plump, mild, and good-humored; again himself a handsome soldier in the Guards; again his father, gray now and bent with toil, and his mother wrinkled and bowed to the ground; he saw, too, the picture of his welcome in the village when he returned from the service; saw how proud his father was before all the village of his Grigory, the mustached, stalwart soldier, so smart and handsome. Memory, the scourge of the unhappy, gives life to the very stones of the past, and even into the poison drunk in old days pours drops of honey, so as to confound a man with his mistakes and, by making him love the past, rob him of hope for the future.


    Chelkash felt a rush of the softening, caressing air of home, bringing back to him the tender words of his mother and the weighty utterances of the venerable peasant, his father; many a forgotten sound and many a lush smell of mother-earth, freshly thawing, freshly ploughed, and freshly covered with the emerald silk of the corn. And he felt crushed, lost, pitiful, and solitary, torn up and cast out for ever from that life which had distilled the very blood that flowed in his veins.


    “Hey! but where are we going?” Gavrilo asked suddenly.


    Chelkash started and looked round with the uneasy look of a bird of prey.


    “Ah, the devil’s taken the boat! No matter. Row a bit harder. We’ll be there directly.”


    “You were dreaming?” Gavrilo inquired, smiling.


    Chelkash looked searchingly at him. The youth had completely regained his composure; he was calm, cheerful and even seemed somehow triumphant. He was very young, all his life lay before him. And he knew nothing. That was bad. Maybe the earth would keep hold of him. As these thoughts flashed through his head, Chelkash felt still more mournful, and to Gavrilo he jerked out sullenly:


    “I’m tired. And it rocks, too.”


    “It does rock, that’s true. But now, I suppose, we shan’t get caught with this?” Gavrilo shoved the bale with his foot.


    “No. You can be easy. I shall hand it over directly and get the money. Oh, yes!”


    “Five hundred?”


    “Not less, I dare say.”


    “I say — that’s a sum! If I, poor wretch, had that! Ah, I’d have a fine time with it.”


    “On your land?”


    “To be sure! Why, I’d be off — —”


    And Gravilo floated off into day dreams. Chelkash seemed crushed. His mustaches drooped, his right side was soaked by the splashing of the waves, his eyes looked sunken and had lost their brightness. He was a pitiable and depressed figure. All that bird-of-prey look in his figure seemed somehow eclipsed under a humiliated moodiness, that showed itself in the very folds of his dirty shirt.


    “I’m tired out, too — regularly done up.”


    “We’ll be there directly. See over yonder.”


    Chelkash turned the boat sharply, and steered it toward something black that stood up out of the water.


    The sky was again all covered with clouds, and fine, warm rain had come on, pattering gayly on the crests of the waves.


    “Stop! easy!” commanded Chelkash.


    The boat’s nose knocked against the hull of the vessel. “Are they asleep, the devils?” grumbled Chelkash, catching with his boat-hook on to some ropes that hung over the ship’s side. “The ladder’s not down. And this rain, too. As if it couldn’t have come before! Hi, you spongeos. Hi! Hi!”


    “Is that Selkash?” they heard a soft purring voice say overhead.


    “Come, let down the ladder.”


    “Kalimera, Selkash.”


    “Let down the ladder, you smutty devil!” yelled Chelkash.


    “Ah, what a rage he’s come in to-day. Ahoy!”


    “Get up, Gavrilo!” Chelkash said to his companion.


    In a moment they were on the deck, where three dark-bearded figures, eagerly chattering together, in a strange staccato tongue looked over the side into Chelkash’s boat. The fourth clad in a long gown, went up to him and pressed his hand without speaking, then looked suspiciously round at Gavrilo.


    “Get the money ready for me by the morning,” Chelkash said to him shortly. “And now I’ll go to sleep. Gavrilo, come along! Are you hungry?”


    “I’m sleepy,” answered Gavrilo, and five minutes later he was snoring in the dirty hold of the vessel, while Chelkash, sitting beside him, tried on somebody’s boots. Dreamily spitting on one side, he whistled angrily and mournfully between his teeth. Then he stretched himself out beside Gavrilo, and pulling the boots off his feet again and putting his arms under his head, he fell to gazing intently at the deck, and pulling his mustaches.


    The vessel rocked softly on the frolicking water, there was a fretful creaking of wood somewhere, the rain pattered softly on the deck, and the waves splashed on the ship’s side. Everything was melancholy and sounded like the lullaby of a mother, who has no hope of her child’s happiness. And Chelkash fell asleep.
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    He was the first to wake, he looked round him uneasily, but at once regained his self-possession and stared at Gavrilo who was still asleep. He was sweetly snoring, and in his sleep smiled all over his childish, sun-burned healthy face. Chelkash sighed and climbed up the narrow rope-ladder. Through the port-hole he saw a leaden strip of sky. It was daylight, but a dreary autumn grayness.


    Chelkash came back two hours later. His face was red, his mustaches were jauntily curled, a smile of good-humored gayety beamed on his lips. He was wearing a pair of stout high boots, a short jacket, and leather breeches, and he looked like a sportsman. His whole costume was worn, but strong and very becoming to him, making him look broader, covering up his angularity, and giving him a military air.


    “Hi, little calf, get up!” He gave Gavrilo a kick.


    Gavrilo started up, and, not recognizing him, stared at him in alarm with dull eyes. Chelkash chuckled.


    “Well, you do look—” Gavrilo brought out with a broad grin at last. “You’re quite a gentleman!”


    “We soon change. But, I say, you’re easily scared! aye! How many times were you ready to die last night? eh? tell me!”


    “Well, but just think, it’s the first time I’ve ever been on such a job! Why one may lose one’s soul for all one’s life!”


    “Well, would you go again? Eh?”


    “Again? Well — that — how can I say? For what inducement? That’s the point!”


    “Well, if it were for two rainbows?”


    “Two hundred roubles, you mean? Well — I might.”


    “But I say! What about your soul?”


    “Oh, well — maybe one wouldn’t lose it!” Gavrilo smiled. “One mightn’t — and it would make a man of one for all one’s life.”


    Chelkash laughed good-humoredly.


    “All right! that’s enough joking. Let’s row to land. Get ready!”


    “Why, I’ve nothing to do! I’m ready.”


    And soon they were in the boat again, Chelkash at the rudder, Gavrilo at the oars. Above them the sky was gray, with clouds stretched evenly across it. The muddy green sea played with their boat, tossing it noisily on the waves that sportively flung bright salt drops into it. Far ahead from the boat’s prow could be seen the yellow streak of the sandy shore, while from the stern there stretched away into the distance the free, gambolling sea, all furrowed over with racing flocks of billows, decked here and there with a narrow fringe of foam.


    Far away they could see numbers of vessels, rocking on the bosom of the sea, away on the left a whole forest of masts and the white fronts of the houses of the town. From that direction there floated across the sea a dull resounding roar, that mingled with the splash of the waves into a full rich music. And over all was flung a delicate veil of ash-colored mist, that made things seem far from one another.


    “Ah, there’ll be a pretty dance by evening!” said Chelkash, nodding his head at the sea.


    “A storm?” queried Gavrilo, working vigorously at the waves with his oars. He was already wet through from head to foot with the splashing the wind blew on him from the sea.


    “Aye, aye!” Chelkash assented.


    Gavrilo looked inquisitively at him, and his eyes expressed unmistakable expectation of something.


    “Well, how much did they give you?” he asked, at last, seeing that Chelkash was not going to begin the conversation.


    “Look!” said Chelkash, holding out to Gavrilo something he had pulled out of his pocket.


    Gavrilo saw the rainbow-colored notes and everything danced in brilliant rainbow tints before his eyes.


    “I say! Why, I thought you were bragging! That’s — how much?”


    “Five hundred and forty! A smart job!”


    “Smart, yes!” muttered Gavrilo, with greedy eyes, watching the five hundred and forty roubles as they were put back again in his pocket. “Well, I never! What a lot of money!” and he sighed dejectedly.


    “We’ll have a jolly good spree, my lad!” Chelkash cried ecstatically. “Eh, we’ve enough to. Never fear, mate, I’ll give you your share. I’ll give you forty, eh? Satisfied? If you like, I’ll give it you now!”


    “If — you don’t mind. Well? I wouldn’t say no!”


    Gavrilo was trembling all over with suspense and some other acute feeling that dragged at his heart.


    “Ha — ha — ha! Oh, you devil’s doll! ‘I’d not say no!’ Take it, mate, please! I beg you, indeed, take it! I don’t know what to do with such a lot of money! You must help me out, take some, there!”


    Chelkash held out some red notes to Gavrilo. He took them with a shaking hand, let go the oars, and began stuffing them away in his bosom, greedily screwing up his eyes and drawing in his breath noisily, as though he had drunk something hot. Chelkash watched him with an ironical smile. Gavrilo took up the oars again and rowed nervously, hurriedly, keeping his eyes down as though he were afraid of something. His shoulders and his ears were twitching.


    “You’re greedy. That’s bad. But, of course, you’re a peasant,” Chelkash said musingly.


    “But see what one can do with money!” cried Gavrilo, suddenly breaking into passionate excitement, and jerkily, hurriedly, as though chasing his thoughts and catching his words as they flew, he began to speak of life in the village with money and without money. Respect, plenty, independence gladness!


    Chelkash heard him attentively, with a serious face and eyes filled with some dreamy thought. At times he smiled a smile of content. “Here we are!” Chelkash cried at last, interrupting Gavrilo.


    A wave caught up the boat and neatly drove it onto the sand.


    “Come, mate, now it’s over. We must drag the boat up farther, so that it shouldn’t get washed away. They’ll come and fetch it. Well, we must say good-bye! It’s eight versts from here to the town. What are you going to do? Coming back to the town, eh?”


    Chelkash’s face was radiant with a good-humoredly sly smile, and altogether he had the air of a man who had thought of something very pleasant for himself and a surprise to Gavrilo. Thrusting his hand into his pocket, he rustled the notes there.


    “No — I — am not coming. I—” Gavrilo gasped, and seemed choking with something. Within him there was raging a whole storm of desires, of words, of feelings, that swallowed up one another and scorched him as with fire.


    Chelkash looked at him in perplexity.


    “What’s the matter with you?” he asked.


    “Why — —” But Gavrilo’s face flushed, then turned gray, and he moved irresolutely, as though he were half longing to throw himself on Chelkash, or half torn by some desire, the attainment of which was hard for him.


    Chelkash felt ill at ease at the sight of such excitement in this lad. He wondered what form it would take.


    Gavrilo began laughing strangely, a laugh that was like a sob. His head was downcast, the expression of his face Chelkash could not see; Gavrilo’s ears only were dimly visible, and they turned red and then pale.


    “Well, damn you!” Chelkash waved his hand, “Have you fallen in love with me, or what? One might think you were a girl! Or is parting from me so upsetting? Hey, suckling! Tell me, what’s wrong? or else I’m off!”


    “You’re going!” Gavrilo cried aloud.


    The sandy waste of the shore seemed to start at his cry, and the yellow ridges of sand washed by the sea-waves seemed quivering. Chelkash started too. All at once Gavrilo tore himself from where he stood, flung himself at Chelkash’s feet, threw his arms round them, and drew them toward him. Chelkash staggered; he sat heavily down on the sand, and grinding his teeth, brandished his long arm and clenched fist in the air. But before he had time to strike he was pulled up by Gavrilo’s shame-faced and supplicating whisper:


    “Friend! Give me — that money! Give it me, for Christ’s sake! What is it to you? Why in one night — in only one night — while it would take me a year — Give it me — I will pray for you! Continually — in three churches — for the salvation of your soul! Why you’d cast it to the winds — while I’d put it into the land. O, give it me! Why, what does it mean to you? Did it cost you much? One night — and you’re rich! Do a deed of mercy! You’re a lost man, you see — you couldn’t make your way — while I — oh, give it to me!”


    Chelkash, dismayed, amazed, and wrathful, sat on the sand, thrown backward with his hands supporting him; he sat there in silence, rolling his eyes frightfully at the young peasant, who, ducking his head down at his knees, whispered his prayer to him in gasps. He shoved him away at last, jumped up to his feet, and thrusting his hands into his pockets, flung the rainbow notes at Gavrilo.


    “There, cur! Swallow them!” he roared, shaking with excitement, with intense pity and hatred of this greedy slave. And as he flung him the money, he felt himself a hero. There was a reckless gleam in his eyes, an heroic air about his whole person.


    “I’d meant to give you more, of myself. I felt sorry for you yesterday. I thought of the village. I thought: come, I’ll help the lad. I was waiting to see what you’d do, whether you’d beg or not. While you! — Ah, you rag! you beggar! To be able to torment oneself so — for money! You fool. Greedy devils! They’re beside themselves — sell themselves for five kopecks! eh?”


    “Dear friend! Christ have mercy on you! Why, what have I now! thousands!! I’m a rich man!” Gavrilo shrilled in ecstasy, all trembling, as he stowed away the notes in his bosom. “Ah, you good man! Never will I forget you! Never! And my wife and my children — I’ll bid them pray for you!”


    Chelkash listened to his shrieks and wails of ecstasy, looked at his radiant face that was contorted by greedy joy, and felt that he, thief and rake as he was, cast out from everything in life, would never be so covetous, so base, would never so forget himself. Never would he be like that! And this thought and feeling, filling him with a sense of his own independence and reckless daring, kept him beside Gavrilo on the desolate sea shore.


    “You’ve made me happy!” shrieked Gavrilo, and snatching Chelkash’s hand, he pressed it to his face.


    Chelkash did not speak; he grinned like a wolf. Gavrilo still went on pouring out his heart:


    “Do you know what I was thinking about? As we rowed here — I saw — the money — thinks I — I’ll give it him — you — with the oar — one blow! the money’s mine, and into the sea with him — you, that is — eh! Who’ll miss him? said I. And if they do find him, they won’t be inquisitive how — and who it was killed him. He’s not a man, thinks I, that there’d be much fuss about! He’s of no use in the world! Who’d stand up for him? No, indeed — eh?”


    “Give the money here!” growled Chelkash, clutching Gavrilo by the throat.


    Gavrilo struggled away once, twice. Chelkash’s other arm twisted like a snake about him — there was the sound of a shirt tearing — and Gavrilo lay on the sand, with his eyes staring wildly, his fingers clutching at the air and his legs waving. Chelkash, erect, frigid, rapacious — looking, grinned maliciously, laughed a broken, biting laugh, and his mustaches twitched nervously in his sharp, angular face.


    Never in all his life had he been so cruelly wounded, and never had he felt so vindictive.


    “Well, are you happy now?” he asked Gavrilo through his laughter, and turning his back on him he walked away in the direction of the town. But he had hardly taken two steps when Gavrilo, crouched like a cat on one knee, and with a wide sweep of his arm, flung a round stone at him, viciously, shouting:


    “O — one!”


    Chelkash uttered a cry, clapped his hands to the nape of his neck, staggered forward, turned round to Gavrilo, and fell on his face on the sand. Gavrilo’s heart failed him as he watched him. He saw him stir one leg, try to lift his head, and then stretch out, quivering like a bowstring. Then Gavrilo rushed fleeing away into the distance, where a shaggy black cloud hung over the foggy steppe, and it was dark. The waves whispered, racing up the sand, melting into it and racing back. The foam hissed and the spray floated in the air.


    It began to rain, at first slightly, but soon a steady, heavy downpour was falling in streams from the sky, weaving a regular network of fine threads of water that at once hid the steppe and the sea. Gavrilo vanished behind it. For a long while nothing was to be seen but the rain and the long figure of the man stretched on the sand by the sea. But suddenly Gavrilo ran back out of the rain. Like a bird he flew up to Chelkash, dropped down beside him, and began to turn him over on the ground. His hand dipped into a warm, red stickiness. He shuddered and staggered back with a face pale and distraught.


    “Brother, get up!” he whispered through the patter of the lain into Chelkash’s ear.


    Revived by the water on his face, Chelkash came to himself, and pushed Gavrilo away, saying hoarsely:


    “Get — away!”


    “Brother! Forgive me — it was the devil tempted me,” Gavrilo whispered, faltering, as he kissed Chelkash’s band.


    “Go along. Get away!” he croaked.


    “Take the sin from off my soul! Brother! Forgive me!”


    “For — go away, do! Go to the devil!” Chelkash screamed suddenly, and he sat up on the sand. His face was pale and angry, his eyes were glazed, and kept closing, as though he were very sleepy. “What more — do you want? You’ve done — your job — and go away! Be off!” And he tried to kick Gavrilo away, as he knelt, overwhelmed, beside him, but he could not, and would have rolled over again if Gavrilo had not held him up, putting his arms round his shoulders. Chelkash’s face was now on a level with Gavrilo’s. Both were pale, piteous, and terrible-looking.


    “Tfoo!” Chelkash spat into the wide, open eyes of his companion.


    Meekly Gavrilo wiped his face with his sleeve, and murmured:


    “Do as you will. I won’t say a word. For Christ’s sake, forgive me!”


    “Snivelling idiot! Even stealing’s more than you can do!” Chelkash cried scornfully, tearing a piece of his shirt under his jacket, and without a word, clenching his teeth now and then, he began binding up his head. “Did you take the notes?” he filtered through his teeth.


    “I didn’t touch them, brother! I didn’t want them! there’s ill-luck from them!”


    Chelkash thrust his hand into his jacket pocket, drew out a bundle of notes, put one rainbow-colored note back in his pocket, and handed all the rest to Gavrilo.


    “Take them and go!”


    “I won’t take them, brother. I can’t! Forgive me!”


    “T-take them, I say!” bellowed Chelkash, glaring horribly.


    “Forgive me! Then I’ll take them,” said Gavrilo, timidly, and he fell at Chelkash’s feet on the damp sand, that was being liberally drenched by the rain.


    “You lie, you’ll take them, sniveller!” Chelkash said with conviction, and with an effort, pulling Gavrilo’s head up by the hair, he thrust the notes in his face.


    “Take them! take them! You didn’t do your job for nothing, I suppose. Take it, don’t be frightened! Don’t be ashamed of having nearly killed a man! For people like me, no one will make much inquiry. They’ll say thank you, indeed, when they know of it. There, take it! No one will ever know what you’ve done, and it deserves a reward. Come, now!”


    Gavrilo saw that Chelkash was laughing, and he felt relieved. He crushed the notes up tight in his hand.


    “Brother! You forgive me? Won’t you? Eh?” he asked tearfully.


    “Brother of mine!” Chelkash mimicked him as he got, reeling, on to his legs. “What for? There’s nothing to forgive. To-day you do for me, to-morrow I’ll do for you.”


    “Oh, brother, brother!” Gavrilo sighed mournfully, shaking his head.


    Chelkash stood facing him, he smiled strangely, and the rag on his head, growing gradually redder, began to look like a Turkish fez.


    The rain streamed in bucketsful. The sea moaned with a hollow sound, and the waves beat on the shore, lashing furiously and wrathfully against it.


    The two men were silent.


    “Come, good-bye!” Chelkash said, coldly and sarcastically.


    He reeled, his legs shook, and he held his head queerly, as though he were afraid of losing it.


    “Forgive me, brother!” Gavrilo besought him once more.


    “All right!” Chelkash answered, coldly, setting off on his way.


    He walked away, staggering, and still holding his head in his left hand, while he slowly tugged at his brown mustache with the right.


    Gavrilo looked after him a long while, till the had disappeared in the rain, which still poured down in fine, countless streams, and wrapped everything in an impenetrable steel-gray mist.


    Then Gavrilo took off his soaked cap, made the sign of the cross, looked at the notes crushed up in his hand, heaved a deep sigh of relief, thrust them into his bosom, and with long, firm strides went along the shore, in the opposite direction from that Chelkash had taken.


    The sea howled, flinging heavy, breaking billows on the sand of the shore, and dashing them into spray, the rain lashed the water and the earth, the wind blustered. All the air was full of roaring, howling, moaning. Neither distance nor sky could be seen through the rain.


    Soon the rain and the spray had washed away the red patch on the spot where Chelkash had lain, washed away the traces of Chelkash and the peasant lad on the sandy beach. And no trace was left on the seashore of the little drama that had been played out between two men.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    MY FELLOW-TRAVELLER


    
      
    


    (THE STORY OF A JOURNEY)


    
      
    


    CHAPTER I


    
      
    


    I met him in the harbor of Odessa. For three successive days his square, strongly-built figure attracted my attention. His face — of a Caucasian type — was framed in a handsome beard. He haunted me. I saw him standing for hours together on the stone quay, with the handle of his walking stick in his mouth, staring down vacantly, with his black almond-shaped eyes into the muddy waters of the harbor. Ten times a day, he would pass me by with the gait of a careless lounger. Whom could he be? I began to watch him. As if anxious to excite my curiosity, he seemed to cross my path more and more often. In the end, his fashionably-cut light check suit, his black hat, like that of an artist, his indolent lounge, and even his listless, bored glance grew quite familiar to me. His presence was utterly unaccountable, here in the harbor, where the whistling of the steamers and engines, the clanking of chains, the shouting of workmen, all the hurried maddening bustle of a port, dominated one’s sensations, and deadened one’s nerves and brain. Everyone else about the port was enmeshed in its immense complex machinery, which demanded incessant vigilance and endless toil.


    Everyone here was busy, loading and unloading either steamers or railway trucks. Everyone was tired and careworn. Everyone was hurrying to and fro, shouting or cursing, covered with dirt and sweat. In the midst of the toil and bustle this singular person, with his air of deadly boredom, strolled about deliberately, heedless of everything.


    At last, on the fourth day, I came across him during the dinner hour, and I made up my mind to find out at any cost who he might be. I seated myself with my bread and water-melon not far from him, and began to eat, scrutinizing him and devising some suitable pretext for beginning a conversation with him.


    There he stood, leaning against a pile of tea boxes, glancing aimlessly around, and drumming with his fingers on his walking stick, as if it were a flute. It was difficult for me, a man dressed like a tramp, with a porter’s knot over my shoulders, and grimy with coal dust, to open up a conversation with such a dandy. But to my astonishment I noticed that he never took his eyes off me, and that an unpleasant, greedy, animal light shone in those eyes. I came to the conclusion that the object of my curiosity must be hungry, and after glancing rapidly round, I asked him in a low voice: “Are you hungry?”


    He started, and with a famished grin showed rows of strong sound teeth. And he, too, looked suspiciously round. We were quite unobserved. Then I handed him half my melon and a chunk of wheaten bread. He snatched it all from my hand, and disappeared, squatting behind a pile of goods. His head peeped out from time to time; his hat was pushed back from his forehead, showing his dark moist brow.


    His face wore a broad smile, and for some unknown reason he kept winking at me, never for a moment ceasing to chew.


    Making him a sign to wait a moment, I went away to buy meat, brought it, gave it to him, and stood by the boxes, thus completely shielding my poor dandy from outsiders’ eyes. He was still eating ravenously, and constantly looking round as if afraid someone might snatch his food away; but after I returned, he began to eat more calmly, though still so fast and so greedily that it caused me pain to watch this famished man. And I turned my back on him.


    “Thanks! Many thanks indeed!” He patted my shoulder, snatched my hand, pressed it, and shook it heartily.


    Five minutes later he was telling me who he was. He was a Georgian prince, by name Shakro Ptadze, and was the only son of a rich landowner of Kutais in the Caucasus. He had held a position as clerk at one of the railway stations in his own country, and during that time had lived with a friend. But one fine day the friend disappeared, carrying off all the prince’s money and valuables. Shakro determined to track and follow him, and having heard by chance that his late friend had taken a ticket to Batoum, he set off there. But in Batoum he found that his friend had gone on to Odessa. Then Prince Shakro borrowed a passport of another friend — a hair-dresser — of the same age as himself, though the features and distinguishing marks noted therein did not in the least resemble his own.


    Arrived at Odessa, he informed the police of his loss, and they promised to investigate the matter. He had been waiting for a fortnight, had consumed all his money, and for the last four days had not eaten a morsel.


    I listened to his story, plentifully embellished as it was with oaths. He gave me the impression of being sincere. I looked at him, I believed him, and felt sorry for the lad. He was nothing more — he was nineteen, but from his naivety one might have taken him for younger. Again and again, and with deep indignation, he returned to the thought of his close friendship for a man who had turned out to be a thief, and had stolen property of such value that Shakro’s stern old father would certainly stab his son with a dagger if the property were not recovered.


    I thought that if I didn’t help this young fellow, the greedy town would suck him down. I knew through what trifling circumstances the army of tramps is recruited, and there seemed every possibility of Prince Shakro drifting into this respectable, but not respected class. I felt a wish to help him. My earnings were not sufficient to buy him a ticket to Batoum, so I visited some of the railway offices, and begged a free ticket for him. I produced weighty arguments in favor of assisting the young fellow, with the result of getting refusals just as weighty. I advised Shakro to apply to the Head of the Police of the town; this made him uneasy, and he declined to go there. Why not? He explained that he had not paid for his rooms at an hotel where he had been staying, and that when requested to do so, he had struck some one.


    This made him anxious to conceal his identity, for he supposed, and with reason, that if the police found him out he would have to account for the fact of his not paying his bill, and for having struck the man. Besides, he could not remember exactly if he had struck one or two blows, or more.


    The position was growing more complicated.


    I resolved to work till I had earned a sum sufficient to carry him back to Batoum. But alas! I soon realized that my plan could not be carried out quickly — by no means quickly — for my half-starved prince ate as much as three men, and more. At that time there was a great influx of peasants into the Crimea from the famine-stricken northern parts of Russia, and this had caused a great reduction in the wages of the workers at the docks. I succeeded in earning only eighty kopecks a day, and our food cost us sixty kopecks.


    I had no intention of staying much longer at Odessa, for I had meant, some time before I came across the prince, to go on to the Crimea. I therefore suggested to him the following plan: that we should travel together on foot to the Crimea, and there I would find him another companion, who would continue the journey with him as far as Tiflis; if I should fail in finding him a fellow-traveler, I promised to go with him myself.


    The prince glanced sadly at his elegant boots, his hat, his trousers, while he smoothed and patted his coat. He thought a little time, sighed frequently, and at last agreed. So we started off from Odessa to Tiflis on foot.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER II.


    
      
    


    By the time we had arrived at Kherson I knew something of my companion. He was a naively savage, exceedingly undeveloped young fellow; gay when he was well fed, dejected when he was hungry, like a strong, easy-tempered animal. On the road he gave me accounts of life in the Caucasus, and told me much about the landowners; about their amusements, and the way they treated the peasantry. His stories were interesting, and had a beauty of their own; but they produced on my mind a most unfavorable impression of the narrator himself.


    To give one instance. There was at one time a rich prince, who had invited many friends to a feast. They partook freely of all kinds of Caucasian wines and meats, and after the feast the prince led his guests to his stables. They saddled the horses, the prince picked out the handsomest, and rode him into the fields. That was a fiery steed! The guests praised his form and paces. Once more the prince started to ride round the field, when at the same moment a peasant appeared, riding a splendid white horse, and overtook the prince — overtook him and laughed proudly! The prince was put to shame before his guests! He knit his brow, and beckoned the peasant to approach; then, with a blow of his dagger, he severed the man’s head from his body. Drawing his pistol, he shot the white horse in the ear. He then delivered himself up to justice, and was condemned to penal servitude.


    Through the whole story there rang a note of pity for the prince. I endeavored to make Shakro understand that his pity was misplaced.


    “There are not so many princes,” he remarked didactically, “as there are peasants. It cannot be just to condemn a prince for a peasant. What, after all is a peasant? he is no better than this!” He took up a handful of soil, and added: “A prince is a star!”


    We had a dispute over this question and he got angry. When angry, he showed his teeth like a wolf, and his features seemed to grow sharp and set.


    “Maxime, you know nothing about life in the Caucasus; so you had better hold your tongue!” he shouted.


    All my arguments were powerless to shatter his naive convictions. What was clear to me seemed absurd to him. My arguments never reached his brain; but if ever I did succeed in showing him that my opinions were weightier and of more value than his own, he would simply say:


    “Then go and live in the Caucasus, and you will see that I am right. What every one does must be right. Why am I to believe what you say? You are the only one who says such things are wrong; while thousands say they are right!”


    Then I was silent, feeling that words were of no use in this case; only facts could confute a man, who believed that life, just as it is, is entirely just and lawful. I was silent, while he was triumphant, for he firmly believed that he knew life and considered his knowledge of it something unshakeable, stable and perfect. My silence seemed to him to give him a right to strike a fuller note in his stories of Caucasian life — a life full of so much wild beauty, so much fire and originality.


    These stories, though full of interest and attraction for me, continued to provoke my indignation and disgust by their cruelty, by the worship of wealth and of strength which they displayed, and the absence of that morality which is said to be binding on all men alike.


    Once I asked him if he knew what Christ had taught.


    “Yes, of course I do!” he replied, shrugging his shoulders.


    But after I had examined him on this point, it turned out that all he knew was, that there had once been a certain Christ, who protested against the laws of the Jews, and that for this protest he was crucified by the Jews. But being a God, he did not die on the cross, but ascended into heaven, and gave the world a new law.


    “What law was that?” I inquired.


    He glanced at me with ironical incredulity, and asked: “Are you a Christian? Well, so am I a Christian. Nearly all the people in the world are Christians. Well, why do you ask then? You know the way they all live; they follow the law of Christ!”


    I grew excited, and began eagerly to tell him about Christ’s life. At first he listened attentively; but this attention did not last long, and he began to yawn.


    I understood that it was useless appealing to his heart, and I once more addressed myself to his head, and talked to him of the advantages of mutual help and of knowledge, the benefits of obedience to the law, speaking of the policy of morality and nothing more.


    “He who is strong is a law to himself! He has no need of learning; even blind, he’ll find his way,” Prince Shakro replied, languidly.


    Yes, he was always true to himself. This made me feel a respect for him; but he was savage and cruel, and sometimes I felt a spark of hatred for Prince Shakro. Still, I had not lost all hope of finding some point of contact with him, some common ground on which we could meet, and understand one another.


    I began to use simpler language with the prince, and tried to put myself mentally on a level with him. He noticed these attempts of mine, but evidently mistaking them for an acknowledgment on my part of his superiority, adopted a still more patronizing tone in talking to me. I suffered, as the conviction came home to me, that all my arguments were shattered against the stone wall of his conception of life.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER III.


    
      
    


    Soon we had left Perekop behind us. We were approaching the Crimean mountains. For the last two days we bad seen them against the horizon. The mountains were pale blue, and looked like soft heaps of billowy clouds. I admired them in the distance, and I dreamed of the southern shore of the Crimea. The prince hummed his Georgian songs and was gloomy. We had spent all our money, and there was no chance of earning anything in these parts.


    We bent our steps toward Feodosia, where a new harbor was in course of construction. The prince said that he would work, too, and that when we had earned enough money we would take a boat together to Batoum.


    In Batoum, he said, he had many friends, and with their assistance he could easily get me a situation — as a house-porter or a watchman. He clapped me patronizingly on the back, and remarked, indulgently, with a peculiar click of his tongue:


    “I’ll arrange it for you! You shall have such a life tse’, tse’! You will have plenty of wine, there will be as much mutton as you can eat. You can marry a fat Georgian girl; tse’, tse’, tse’! She will cook you Georgian dishes; give you children — many, many children! tse’, tse’, tse’!”


    This constant repetition of “tse’, tse’, tse’!” surprised me at first; then it began to irritate me, and, at last, it reduced me to a melancholy frenzy. In Russia we use this sound to call pigs, but in the Caucasus it seems to be an expression of delight and of regret, of pleasure and of sadness.


    Shakro’s smart suit already began to look shabby; his elegant boots had split in many places. His cane and hat had been sold in Kherson. To replace the hat he had bought an old uniform cap of a railway clerk. When he put this cap on for the first time, he cocked it on one side of his head, and asked: “Does it suit me? Do I look nice?”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER IV.


    
      
    


    At last we reached the Crimea. We had left Simpheropol behind us, and were moving towards Jalta.


    I was walking along in silent ectasy, marvelling at the beauty of this strip of land, caressed on all sides by the sea.


    The prince sighed, complained, and, casting dejected glances about him, tried filling his empty stomach with wild berries. His knowledge of their nutritive qualities was extremely limited, and his experiments were not always successful. Often he would remark, ill-humoredly:


    “If I’m turned inside out with eating this stuff, how am I to go any farther? And what’s to be done then?”


    We had no chance of earning anything, neither had we a penny left to buy a bit of bread. All we had to live on was fruit, and our hopes for the future.


    The prince began to reproach me with want of enterprise and laziness — with “gaping about,” as he expressed it. Altogether, he was beginning to bore me; but what most tried my patience were his fabulous accounts of his appetite. According to these accounts, after a hearty breakfast at noon of roast lamb, and three bottles of wine, he could easily, at his two o’clock dinner, dispose of three plates of soup, a pot of pilave, a dish of shasleek, and various other Caucasian dishes, washed down abundantly with wine. For whole days he would talk of nothing but his gastronomic tastes and knowledge: and while thus talking, he would smack his lips, his eyes would glow, he would show his teeth, and grind them together; would suck in and swallow the saliva that came dripping from his eloquent lips. Watching him at these moments, I conceived for him a deep feeling of disgust, which I found difficult to conceal.


    Near Jalta I obtained a job at clearing away the dead branches in an orchard. I was paid fifty kopecks in advance, and laid out the whole of this money on bread and meat. No sooner had I returned with my purchase, than the gardener called me away to my work. I had to leave my store of food with Shakro, who, under the pretext of a headache, had declined to work. When I returned in an hour’s time, I had to acknowledge that Shakro’s stories of his appetite were all too true. Not a crumb was left of all the food I had bought! His action was anything but a friendly one, but I let it pass. Later on I had to acknowledge to myself the mistake I then made.


    My silence did not pass unnoticed by Shakro, who profited by it in his own fashion. His behavior toward me from that time grew more and more shameless. I worked, while he ate and drank and urged me on, refusing, on various pretexts, to do any work himself. I am no follower of Tolstoi. I felt amused and sad as I saw this strong healthy lad watching me with greedy eyes when I returned from a hard day’s labor, and found him waiting for me in some shady nook. But it was even more mortifying to see that he was sneering at me for working. He sneered at me because he had learned to beg, and because he looked on me as a lifeless dummy. When he first started begging, he was ashamed for me to see him, but he soon got over this; and as soon as we came to some Tartar village, he would openly prepare for business. Leaning heavily on his stick, he would drag one foot after him, as though he were lame. He knew quite well that the Tartars were mean, and never give alms to anyone who is strong and well.


    I argued with him, and tried to convince him of the shamefulness of such a course of action. He only sneered.


    “I cannot work,” was all he would reply.


    He did not get much by his begging.


    My health at that time began to give way. Every day the journey seemed to grow more trying. Every day our relations toward each other grew more strained. Shakro, now, had begun shamelessly to insist that I should provide him with food.


    “It was you,” he would say, “who brought me out here, all this way; so you must look after me. I never walked so far in my life before. I should never have undertaken such a journey on foot. It may kill me! You are tormenting me; you are crushing the life out of me! Think what it would be if I were to die! My mother would weep; my father would weep; all my friends would weep! Just think of all the tears that would be shed!”


    I listened to such speeches, but was not angered by them. A strange thought began to stir in my mind, a thought that made me bear with him patiently. Many a time as be lay asleep by my side I would watch his calm, quiet face, and think to myself, as though groping after some idea:


    “He is my fellow-traveller — my fellow-traveller.”


    At times, a dim thought would strike me, that after all Shakro was only right in claiming so freely, and with so much assurance, my help and my care. It proved that he possessed a strong will.


    He was enslaving me, and I submitted, and studied his character; following each quivering movement of the muscles of his face, trying to foresee when and at what point he would stop in this process of exploiting another person’s individuality.


    Shakro was in excellent spirits; he sang, and slept, and jeered at me, when he felt so disposed. Sometimes we separated for two or three days. I would leave him some bread and some money (if we had any), and would tell him where to meet me again. At parting, he would follow me with a suspicious, angry look in his eyes. But when we met again he welcomed me with gleeful triumph. He always said, laughing: “I thought you had run off alone, and left me! ha! ha! ha!” I brought him food, and told him of the beautiful places I had seen; and once even, speaking of Bakhtchesarai, I told him about our Russian poet Pushkin, and recited some of his verses. But this produced no effect on him.


    “Oh, indeed; that is poetry, is it? Well, songs are better than poetry, I knew a Georgian once! He was the man to sing! He sang so loud — so loud — he would have thought his throat was being cut? He finished by murdering an inn-keeper, and was banished to Siberia.”


    Every time I returned, I sank lower and lower in the opinion of Shakro, until he could not conceal his contempt for me. Our position was anything but pleasant. I was seldom lucky enough to earn more than a rouble or a rouble and a-half a week, and I need not say that was not nearly sufficient to feed us both.


    The few bits of money that Shakro gained by begging made but little difference in the state of our affairs, for his belly was a bottomless pit, which swallowed everything that fell in its way; grapes, melons, salt fish, bread, or dried fruit; and as time went on he seemed to need ever more and more food.


    Shakro began to urge me to hasten our departure from the Crimea, not unreasonably pointing out that autumn would soon be here and we had a long way still to go. I agreed with this view, and, besides, I had by then seen all that part of the Crimea. So we pushed on again toward Feodosia, hoping to earn something there. Once more our diet was reduced to fruit, and to hopes for the future.


    Poor future! Such a load of hopes is cast on it by men, that it loses almost all its charms by the time it becomes the present!


    When within some twenty versts of Aloushta we stopped, as usual, for our night’s rest. I had persuaded Shakro to keep to the sea coast; it was a longer way round, but I longed to breathe the fresh sea breezes. We made a fire, and lay down beside it. The night was a glorious one. The dark green sea splashed against the rocks below; above us spread the majestic calm of the blue heavens, and around us sweet-scented trees and bushes rustled softly. The moon was rising, and the delicate tracery of the shadows, thrown by the tall, green plane trees, crept over the stones. Somewhere near a bird sang; its note was clear and bold. Its silvery trill seemed to melt into the air that was full of the soft, caressing splash of the waves. The silence that followed was broken by the nervous chirp of a cricket


    The fire burned bright, and its flames looked like a large bunch of red and yellow flowers. Flickering shadows danced gaily around us, as if exulting in their power of movement, in contrast with the creeping advance of the moon shadows. From time to time strange sounds floated through the air. The broad expanse of sea horizon seemed lost in immensity. In the sky overhead not a cloud was visible. I felt as if I were lying on the earth’s extreme edge, gazing into infinite space, that riddle that haunts the soul. The majestic beauty of the night intoxicated me, while my whole being seemed absorbed in the harmony of its colors, its sounds, and its scents.


    A feeling of awe filled my soul, a feeling as if something great were very near to me. My heart throbbed with the joy of life.


    Suddenly, Shakro burst into loud laughter, “Ha! ha! ha! How stupid your face does look! You’ve a regular sheep’s head! Ha! ha! ha!”


    I started as though it were a sudden clap of thunder. But it was worse. It was laughable, yes, but oh, how mortifying it was!


    He, Shakro, laughed till the tears came. I was ready to cry, too, but from quite a different reason. A lump rose in my throat, and I could not speak. I gazed at him with wild eyes, and this only increased his mirth. He rolled on the ground, holding his sides. As for me, I could not get over the insult — for a bitter insult it was. Those — few, I hope — who will understand it, from having had a similar experience in their lives, will recall all the bitterness it left in their souls.


    “Leave off!” I shouted, furiously.


    He was startled and frightened, but he could not at once restrain his laughter. His eyes rolled, and his cheeks swelled as if about to burst. All at once he went off into a guffaw again. Then I rose and left him.


    For some time I wandered about, heedless and almost unconscious of all that surrounded me, my whole soul consumed with the bitter pang of loneliness and of humiliation. Mentally, I had been embracing all nature. Silently, with the passionate love any man must feel if he has a little of the poet in him, I was loving and adoring her. And now it was nature that, under the form of Shakro, was mocking me for my passion. I might have gone still further in my accusations against nature, against Shakro, and against the whole of life, had I not been stopped by approaching footsteps.


    “Do not be angry,” said Shakro in a contrite voice, touching my shoulder lightly. “Were you praying?’ I didn’t know it, for I never pray myself.”


    He spoke timidly, like a naughty child. In spite of my excitement, I could not help noticing his pitiful face ludicrously distorted by embarrassment and alarm.


    “I will never interfere with you again. Truly! Never!” He shook his head emphatically. “I know you are a quiet fellow. You work hard, and do not force me to do the same. I used to wonder why; but, of course, it’s because you are foolish as a sheep!”


    That was his way of consoling me! That was his idea of asking for forgiveness! After such consolation, and such excuses, what was there left for me to do but forgive, not only for the past, but for the future!


    Half an hour later he was sound asleep, while I sat beside him, watching him. During sleep, every one, be he ever so strong, looks helpless and weak, but Shakro looked a pitiful creature. His thick, half-parted lips, and his arched eyebrows, gave to his face a childish look of timidity and of wonder. His breathing was quiet and regular, though at times he moved restlessly, and muttered rapidly in the Georgian language; the words seemed those of entreaty. All around us reigned that intense calm which always makes one somehow expectant, and which, were it to last long, might drive one mad by its absolute stillness and the absence of sound — the vivid shadow of motion, for sound and motion seem ever allied.


    The soft splash of the waves did not reach us. We were resting in a hollow gorge that was overgrown with bushes, and looked like the shaggy mouth of some petrified monster. I still watched Shakro, and thought: “This is my fellow traveler. I might leave him here, but I could never get away from him, or the like of him; their name is legion. This is my life companion. He will leave me only at death’s door.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER V.


    
      
    


    At Feodosia we were sorely disappointed. All work there was already apportioned among Turks, Greeks, Georgians, tramps, and Russian peasants from Poltava and Smolensk, who had all arrived before us. Already, more than four hundred men had, like ourselves, come in the hopes of finding employment; and were also, like ourselves, destined to remain silent spectators of the busy work going on in the port.


    In the town, and outside also, we met groups of famished peasants, gray and careworn, wandering miserably about. Of tramps there were also plenty, roving around like hungry wolves.


    At first these tramps took us for famished peasants, and tried to make what they could out of us. They tore from Shakro’s back the overcoat which I had bought him, and they snatched my knapsack from my shoulders. After several discussions, they recognized our intellectual and social kinship with them; and they returned all our belongings. Tramps are men of honor, though they may be great rogues.


    Seeing that there was no work for us, and that the construction of the harbor was going on very well without our help, we moved on resentfully toward Kertch.


    My friend kept his word, and never again molested me; but he was terribly famished, his countenance was as black as thunder. He ground his teeth together, as does a wolf, whenever he saw someone else eating; and he terrified me by the marvellous accounts of the quantity of food he was prepared to consume. Of late he had begun to talk about women, at first only casually, with sighs of regret. But by degrees he came to talk more and more often on the subject, with the lascivious smile of “an Oriental.” At length his state became such, that he could not see any person of the other sex, whatever her age or appearance, without letting fall some obscene remark about her looks or her figure.


    He spoke of women so freely, with so wide a knowledge of the sex; and his point of view, when discussing women, was so astoundingly direct, that his conversation filled me with disgust. Once I tried to prove to him that a woman was a being in no way inferior to him. I saw that he was not merely mortified by my words, but was on the point of violently resenting them as a personal insult. So I postponed my arguments till such time as Shakro should be well fed once more.


    In order to shorten our road to Kertch we left the coast, and tramped across the steppes. There was nothing in my knapsack but a three-pound loaf of barley bread, which we had bought of a Tartar with our last five-kopeck piece. Owing to this painful circumstance, when, at last we reached Kertch, we could hardly move our legs, so seeking therefore work was out of the question. Shakro’s attempts to beg by the way had proved unsuccessful; everywhere he had received the curt refusal: “There are so many of you.”


    This was only too true, for the number of people, who, during that bitter year, were in want of bread, was appalling. The famished peasants roamed about the country in groups, from three to twenty or more together. Some carried babies in their arms; some had young children dragging by the hand. The children looked almost transparent, with a bluish skin, under which flowed, instead of pure blood, some sort of thick unwholesome fluid. The way their small sharp bones projected from under the wasted flesh spoke more eloquently than could any words. The sight of them made one’s heart ache, while a constant intolerable pain seemed to gnaw one’s very soul.


    These hungry, naked, worn-out children did not even cry. But they looked about them with sharp eyes that flashed greedily whenever they saw a garden, or a field, from which the corn had not yet been carried. Then they would glance sadly at their elders, as if asking “Why was I brought into this world?”


    Sometimes they had a cart driven by a dried-up skeleton of an old woman, and full of children, whose little heads peeped out, gazing with mournful eyes in expressive silence at the new land into which they had been brought. The rough, bony horse dragged itself along, shaking its head and its tumbled mane wearily from side to side.


    Following the cart, or clustering round it, came the grown-up people, with heads sunk low on their breasts, and arms hanging helplessly at their sides. Their dim, vacant eyes had not even the feverish glitter of hunger, but were full of an indescribable, impressive mournfulness. Cast out of their homes by misfortune, these processions of peasants moved silently, slowly, stealthily through the strange land, as if afraid that their presence might disturb the peace of the more fortunate inhabitants. Many and many a time we came across these processions, and every time they reminded me of a funeral without the corpse.


    Sometimes, when they overtook us, or when we passed them, they would timidly and quietly ask us: “Is it much farther to the village?” And when we answered, they would sigh, and gaze dumbly at us. My travelling companion hated these irrepressible rivals for charity.


    In spite of all the difficulties of the journey, and the scantiness of our food, Shakro, with his rich vitality, could not acquire the lean, hungry look, of which the starving peasants could boast in its fullest perfection. Whenever he caught sight, in the distance, of these latter, he would exclaim: “Pouh! pouh! pouh. Here they are again! What are they roaming about for? They seem to be always on the move! Is Russia too small for them? I can’t understand what they want! Russians are a stupid sort of people!”


    When I had explained to him the reason of the “stupid” Russians coming to the Crimea, he shook his head incredulously, and remarked: “I don’t understand! It’s nonsense! We never have such ‘stupid’ things happening in Georgia!”


    We arrived in Kertch, as I have said, exhausted and hungry. It was late. We had to spend the night under a bridge, which joined the harbor to the mainland. We thought it better to conceal ourselves, as we had been told that just before our arrival all the tramps had been driven out of the town. This made us feel anxious, lest we might fall into the hands of the police; besides Shakro had only a false passport, and if that fact became known, it might lead to serious complications in our future.


    All night long the spray from the sea splashed over us. At dawn we left our hiding place, wet to the skin and bitterly cold. All day we wandered about the shore. All we succeeded in earning was a silver piece of the value of ten kopecks, which was given me by the wife of a priest, in return for helping her to carry home a bag of melons from the bazaar.


    A narrow belt of water divided us from Taman, where we meant to go, but not one boatman would consent to carry us over in his boat, in spite of my pleadings. Everyone here was up in arms against the tramps, who, shortly before our arrival, had performed a series of heroic exploits; and we were looked upon, with good reason, as belonging to their set.


    Evening came on. I felt angry with the whole world, for my lack of success; and I planned a somewhat risky scheme, which I put into execution as soon as night came on.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VI.


    
      
    


    Toward evening, Shakro and I stole quietly up toward the boats of the custom house guardship. There were three of them, chained to iron rings, which rings were firmly screwed into the stone wall of the quay. It was pitch dark. A strong wind dashed the boats one against the other. The iron chains clanked noisily. In the darkness and the noise, it was easy for me to unscrew the ring from the stone wall.


    Just above our heads the sentinel walked to and fro, whistling through his teeth a tune. Whenever he approached I stopped my work, though, as a matter of fact, this was a useless precaution; he could not even have suspected that a person would sit up to his neck in the water, at a spot where the backwash of a wave might at any moment carry him off his feet. Besides, the chains never ceased clanking, as the wind swung them backward and forward.


    Shakro was already lying full length along the bottom of the boat, muttering something, which the noise of the waves prevented me from hearing. At last the ring was in my hand. At the same moment a wave caught our boat, and dashed it suddenly some ten yards away from the side of the quay. I bad to swim for a few seconds by the side of the boat, holding the chain in my hand. At last I managed to scramble in. We tore up two boards from the bottom, and using these as oars, I paddled away as fast as I could.


    Clouds sailed rapidly over our heads; around, and underneath the boat, waves splashed furiously. Shakro sat aft. Every now and then I lost sight of him as the whole stern of the boat slipped into some deep watery gulf; the next moment he would rise high above my head, shouting desperately, and almost falling forward into my arms. I told him not to shout, but to fasten his feet to the seat of the boat, as I had already fastened mine. I feared his shouts might give the alarm. He obeyed, and grew so silent that I only knew he was in the boat by the white spot opposite to me, which I knew must be his face. The whole time he held the rudder in his hand; we could not change places, we dared not move.


    From time to time I called out instructions as to the handling of the boat, and he understood me so quickly, and did everything so cleverly, that one might have thought he had been born a sailor. The boards I was using in the place of oars were of little use; they only blistered my hands. The furious gusts of wind served to carry the boat forward.


    I cared little for the direction, my only thought was to get the boat across to the other side. It was not difficult to steer, for the lights in Kertch were still visible, and served as a beacon. The waves splashed over our boat with angry hissings. The farther across we got, the more furious and the wilder became the waves. Already we could hear a sort of roar that held mind and soul as with a spell. Faster and faster our boat flew on before the wind, till it became almost impossible to steer a course. Every now and then we would sink into a gulf, and the next moment we would rise high on the summit of some enormous watery hill. The darkness was increasing, the clouds were sinking lower and lower. The lights of the town had disappeared.


    Our state was growing desperate. It seemed as if the expanse of angry rollers was boundless and limitless. We could see nothing but these immense waves, that came rolling, one after another, out of the gloom, straight on to our boat. With an angry crash a board was torn from my hand, forcing me to throw the other into the boat, and to hold on tight with both hands to the gunwale. Every time the boat was thrown upward, Shakro shrieked wildly. As for me, I felt wretched and helpless, in the darkness, surrounded with angry waves, whose noise deafened me. I stared about me in dull and chilly terror, and saw the awful monotony around us. Waves, nothing but waves, with whitish crests, that broke in showers of salt spray; above us, the thick ragged edged clouds were like waves too.


    I became conscious only of one thing: I felt that all that was going on around me might be immeasurably more majestic and more terrible, but that it did not deign to be, and was restraining its strength; and that I resented. Death is inevitable. But that impartial law, reducing all to the same commonplace level, seems to need something beautiful to compensate for its coarseness and cruelty. If I were asked to choose between a death by burning, or being suffocated in a dirty bog, I should choose the former; it is any way, a more seemly death.


    “Let us rig up a sail,” exclaimed Shakro.


    “Where am I to find one?”


    “Use my overcoat.”


    “Chuck it over to me then; but mind you don’t drop the rudder into the water!”


    Shakro quietly threw it to me. “Here! Catch hold!”


    Crawling along the bottom of the boat, I succeeded in pulling up another board, one end of which I fixed into one of the sleeves of the coat. I then fixed the board against the seat, and held it there with my feet. I was just going to take hold of the other sleeve, when an unexpected thing happened. The boat was tossed suddenly upward, and then overturned. I felt myself in the water, holding the overcoat in one hand, and a rope, that was fastened to the boat, in the other hand. The waves swirled noisily over my head, and I swallowed a mouthful of bitter salt water. My nose, my mouth, and my ears, were full of it.


    With all my might I clutched the rope, as the waves threw me backward and forward. Several times I sank, each time, as I rose again, bumping my head against the sides of the boat.


    At last I succeeded in throwing the coat over the bottom of the boat, and tried to clamber on it myself. After a dozen efforts I scrambled up and I sat astride it. Then I caught sight of Shakro in the water on the opposite side of the boat, holding with both hands to the same rope of which I had just let go. The boat was apparently encircled by a rope, threaded through iron rings, driven into the outer planks.


    “Alive!” I shouted.


    At that moment Shakro was flung high into the air, and he, too, got on to the boat. I clutched him, and there we remained sitting face to face, astride on the capsized boat! I sat on it as though it were a horse, making use of the rope as if it had been stirrups; but our position there was anything but safe — a wave might easily have knocked us out of our saddle. Shakro held tightly by my knees, and dropped his head on my breast. He shivered, and I could hear his teeth chattering. Something had to be done. The bottom of the upturned boat was slippery, as though it had been greased with butter. I told Shakro to get into the water again, and hold by the ropes on one side of the boat, while I would do the same on the other side.


    By way of reply, Shakro began to butt his head violently against my chest. The waves swept, in their wild dance, every now and then over us. We could hardly bold our seats; the rope was cutting my leg desperately. As far as one could see there was nothing but immense waves, rising mountains high, only to disappear again noisily.


    I repeated my advice to Shakro in a tone of command. He fell to butting me more violently than ever. There was no time to be lost. Slowly and with difficulty I tore his hands from me, and began to push him into the water, trying to make his hands take hold of the rope. Then something happened that dismayed me more than anything in that terrible night.


    “Are you drowning me?” he muttered, gazing at me.


    This was really horrible! The question itself was a dreadful one, but the tone in which it was uttered more so. In it there was a timid submission to fate, and an entreaty for mercy, and the last sigh of one who had lost all hope of escaping from a frightful death. But more terrible still were the eyes that stared at me out of the wet, livid, death-like face.


    “Hold on tighter!” I shouted to him, at the same time getting into the water myself, and taking hold of the rope. As I did so, I struck my foot against something, and for a moment I could not think for the pain. Then I understood. Suddenly a burning thought flashed through my mind. I felt delirious and stronger than ever.


    “Land!” I shouted.


    Great explorers may have shouted the word with more feeling on discovering new lands, but I doubt if any can have shouted more loudly. Shakro howled with delight, and we both rushed on in the water. But soon we both lost heart, for we were up to our chests in the waves, and still there seemed no sign of dry land. The waves were neither so strong nor so high, but they rolled slowly over our heads. Fortunately I had not let go of the boat, but still held on by the rope, which had already helped us when struggling in the water.


    Shakro and I moved carefully forward, towing the boat, which we had now righted, behind us.


    Shakro was muttering and laughing. I glanced anxiously around. It was still dark. Behind us, and to our right, the roaring of the waves seemed to be increasing, whereas to our left and in front of us it was evidently growing less. We moved toward the left. The bottom was hard and sandy, but full of holes; sometimes we could not touch the bottom, and we had to take hold of the boat with one hand, while with the other hand, and our legs, we propelled it forward. At times again the water was no higher than our knees. When we came to the deep places Shakro howled, and I trembled with fear. Suddenly we saw ahead of us a light — we were safe!


    Shakro shouted with all his might, but I could not forget that the boat was not ours, and promptly reminded him of the fact. He was silent, but a few minutes later I heard him sobbing. I could not quiet him — it was hopeless. But the water was gradually growing shallower, it reached our knees, then our ankles; and at last we felt dry land! We had dragged the boat so far, but our strength failed us, and we left it. A black log of wood lay across our path; we jumped over it, and stepped with our bare feet on to some prickly grass. It seemed unkind of the land to give us such a cruel welcome, but we did not heed it, and ran toward the fire. It was about a mile away; but it shone cheerily through the hovering gloom of the night, and seemed to smile a welcome to us.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VII.


    
      
    


    Three enormous shaggy dogs leaped up out of the darkness and ran toward us. Shakro, who had been sobbing all the way, now shrieked, and threw himself on the ground. I flung the wet overcoat at the dogs, and stooped down to find a stick or a stone. I could feel nothing but coarse, prickly grass, which hurt my hands. The dogs continued their attack. I put my fingers into my mouth, and whistled as loud as I could. They rushed back, and at the same time we heard the sound of approaching steps and voices.


    A few minutes later, and we were comfortably seated around a fire in the company of four shepherds, dressed in “touloups” or long sheepskin overcoats.


    They scrutinized us keenly and rather suspiciously, and remained silent all the time I was telling them our story.


    Two of the shepherds were seated on the ground, smoking, and puffing from their mouths clouds of smoke. The third was a tall man with a thick black beard, wearing a high fur cap. He stood behind us, leaning on a huge knotted stick. The fourth man was younger, and fair haired; he was helping the sobbing Shakro to get off his wet clothes. An enormous stick, the size of which alone inspired fear, lay beside each of the seated shepherds.


    Ten yards away from us all the steppe seemed covered with something gray and undulating, which had the appearance of snow in spring time, just when it is beginning to thaw.


    It was only after a close inspection that one could discern that this gray waving mass was composed of many thousands of sheep, huddled closely together, asleep, forming in the dark night one compact mass. Sometimes they bleated piteously and timidly.


    I dried the overcoat by the fire, and told the shepherds all our story truthfully; even describing the way in which we became possessed of the boat.


    “Where is that boat now?” inquired the severe-looking elder man, who kept his eyes fixed on me.


    I told him.


    “Go, Michael, and look for it.”


    Michael, the shepherd with the black beard, went off with his stick over his shoulder, toward the sea-shore.


    The overcoat was dry. Shakro was about to put it on his naked body, when the old man said: “Go and have a run first to warm yourself. Run quickly around the fire. Come!”


    At first, Shakro did not understand. Then suddenly he rose from his place, and began dancing some wild dance of his own, first flying like a ball across the fire, then whirling round and round in one place, then stamping his feet on the ground, while he swung his arms, and shouted at the top of his voice. It was a ludicrous spectacle. Two of the shepherds were rolling on the ground, convulsed with laughter, while the older man, with a serious, immovable face, tried to clap his hands in time to the dancing, but could not succeed in doing so. He watched attentively every movement of the dancing Shakro, while he nodded his head, and exclaimed in a deep bass voice:


    “He! He’! That’s right! He’! He’!”


    The light fell full on Shakro, showing the variety of his movements, as at one moment he would coil himself up like a snake, and the next would dance round on one leg; then would plunge into a succession of rapid steps, difficult to follow with the eye. His naked body shone in the fire light, while the large beads of sweat, as they rolled off it, looked, in the red light of the fire, like drops of blood..


    By now, all three of the shepherds were clapping their hands; while I, shivering with cold, dried myself by the fire, and thought that our adventures would gratify the taste of admirers of Cooper or of Jules Vernes; there was shipwreck, then came hospitable aborigines, and a savage dance round the fire. And while I reflected thus, I felt very uneasy as to the chief point in every adventure — the end of it.


    When Shakro had finished dancing, he also sat down by the fire, wrapped up in the overcoat. He was already eating, while he stared at me with his black eyes, which had a gleam in them of something I did not like. His clothes, stretched on sticks, driven into the ground, were drying before the fire. The shepherds had given me, also, some bread and bacon.


    Michael returned, and sat down without a word beside the old man, who remarked in an inquiring voice: “Well?”


    “I have found the boat,” was the brief reply.


    “It won’t be washed away?”


    “No.”


    The shepherds were silent, once more scrutinizing us.


    “Well,” said Michael, at last, addressing no one in particular. “Shall we take them to the ataman, or straight to the custom house officers?”


    “So that’s to be the end!” I thought to myself.


    Nobody replied to Michael’s question. Shakro went on quietly with his eating, and said nothing.


    “We could take them to the ataman — or we could take them to the custom house. One plan’s as good as the other,” remarked the old man, after a short silence.


    “They have stolen the custom house boat, so they ought to be taught a lesson for the future.”


    “Wait a bit, old man,” I began.


    “Certainly, they ought not to have stolen the boat. If they are not punished now, they will probably do something worse next time.” The old man interrupted me, without paying any heed to my protestations.


    The old man spoke with revolting indifference. When he had finished speaking, his comrades nodded their heads in token of assent.


    “Yes, if a man steals, he has to bear the consequences, when he’s caught —— Michael! what about the boat? Is it there?”


    “Oh, it’s there all right!”


    “Are you sure the waves won’t wash it away?”


    “Quite sure.”


    “Well, that’s all right. Then let it stay there. Tomorrow the boatmen will be going over to Kertch, and they can take it with them. They will not mind taking an empty boat along with them, will they? Well — so you mean to say you were not frightened, you vagabonds? Weren’t you indeed? La! la! la!


    “Half a mile farther out, and you would have been by this time at the bottom of the sea! What would you have done if the waves had cast you back into the sea? Ay, sure enough, you would have sunk to the bottom like a couple of axes. And that would have been the end of you both!”


    As the old man finished speaking, he looked at me with an ironical smile on his lips.


    “Well, why don’t you speak, lad?” he inquired.


    I was vexed by his reflections, which I misinterpreted as sneering at us. So I only answered rather sharply:


    “I was listening to you.”


    “Well-and what do you say?” inquired the old man.


    “Nothing.”


    “Why are you rude to me? Is it the right thing to be rude to a man older than yourself?”


    I was silent, acknowledging in my heart that it really was not the right thing.


    “Won’t you have something more to eat?” continued the old shepherd.


    “No, I can’t eat any more.”


    “Well, don’t have any, if you don’t want it. Perhaps you’ll take a bit of bread with you to eat on the road?”


    I trembled with joy, but would not betray my feelings.


    “Oh, yes. I should like to take some with me for the road,” I answered, quietly.


    “I say, lads! give these fellows some bread and a piece of bacon each. If you can find something else, give it to them too.”


    “Are we to let them go, then?” asked Michael.


    The other two shepherds looked up at the old man.


    “What can they do here?”


    “Did we not intend to take them either to the ataman or to the custom house?” asked Michael, in a disappointed tone.


    Shakro stirred uneasily in his seat near the fire, and poked out his head inquiringly from beneath the overcoat. He was quite serene.


    “What would they do at the ataman’s? I should think there is nothing to do there just now. Perhaps later on they might like to go there?”


    “But how about the boat?” insisted Michael.


    “What about the boat?” inquired the old man again. “Did you not say the boat was all right where it was?”


    “Yes, it’s all right there,” Michael replied.


    “Well, let it stay there. In the morning John can row it round into the harbor. From there, someone will get it over to Kertch. That’s all we can do with the boat.”


    I watched attentively the old man’s countenance, but failed to discover any emotion on his phlegmatic, sun-burned, weather-beaten face, over the features of which the flicker from the flames played merrily.


    “If only we don’t get into trouble.” Michael began to give way.


    “There will be no trouble if you don’t let your tongue wag. If the ataman should hear of it, we might get into a scrape, and they also. We have our work to do, and they have to be getting on. Is it far you have to go?” asked the old man again, though I had told him once before I was bound for Tiflis.


    “That’s a long way yet. The ataman might detain them; then, when would they get to Tiflis? So let them be getting on their way. Eh?”


    “Yes, let them go,” all the shepherds agreed, as the old man, when he had finished speaking, closed his lips tightly, and cast an inquiring glance around him, as he fingered his gray beard.


    “Well, my good fellows, be off, and God bless you!” he exclaimed with a gesture of dismissal. “We will see that the boat goes back, so don’t trouble about that!”


    “Many, many thanks, grandfather!” I said taking off my cap.


    “What are you thanking me for?”


    “Thank you; thank you!” I repeated fervently.


    “What are you thanking me for? That’s queer! I say, God bless you, and he thanks me! Were you afraid I’d send you to the devil, eh?”


    “I’d done wrong and I was afraid,” I answered.


    “Oh!” and the old man lifted his eyebrows. “Why should I drive a man farther along the wrong path? I’d do better by helping one along the way I’m going myself. Maybe, we shall meet again, and then we’ll meet as friends. We ought to help one another where we can. Good-bye!”


    He took off his large shaggy sheepskin cap, and bowed low to us. His comrades bowed too.


    We inquired our way to Anapa, and started off. Shakro was laughing at something or other.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VIII.


    
      
    


    “Why are you laughing?” I asked.


    The old shepherd and his ethics of life had charmed and delighted me. I felt refreshed by the pure air of early morning, blowing straight into my face. I rejoiced, as I watched the sky gradually clearing, and felt that daylight was not far off. Before long the morning sun would rise in a clear sky, and we could look forward to a brilliantly fine day.


    Shakro winked slyly at me, and burst out into a fresh fit of laughter. The hearty, buoyant ring in his laugh made me smile also. The few hours rest we had taken by the side of the shepherd’s fire, and their excellent bread and bacon, had helped us to forget our exhausting voyage. Our bones still ached a little, but that would pass off with walking.


    “Well, what are you laughing at? Are you glad that you are alive? Alive and not even hungry?”


    Shakro shook his head, nudged me in the ribs, made a grimace, burst out laughing again, and at last said in his broken Russian: “You don’t see what it is that makes me laugh? Well, I’ll tell you in a minute. Do you know what I should have done if we had been taken before the ataman? You don’t know? I’d have told him that you had tried to drown me, and I should have begun to cry. Then they would have been sorry for me, and wouldn’t have put me in prison! Do you see?”


    At first I tried to make myself believe that it was a joke; but, alas! he succeeded in convincing me he meant it seriously. So clearly and completely did he convince me of it, that, instead of being furious with him for such naive cynicism, I was filled with deep pity for him and incidentally for myself as well.


    What else but pity can one feel for a man who tells one in all sincerity, with the brightest of smiles, of his intention to murder one? What is to be done with him if he looks upon such an action as a clever and delightful joke?


    I began to argue warmly with him, trying to show him all the immorality of his scheme. He retorted very candidly that I did not see where his interests lay, and had forgotten he had a false passport and might get into trouble in consequence. Suddenly a cruel thought flashed through my mind.


    “Stay,” said I, “do you really believe that I wanted to drown you?”


    “No! When you were pushing me into the water I did think so; but when you got in as well, then I didn’t!”


    “Thank God!” I exclaimed. “Well, thanks for that, anyway!”


    “Oh! no, you needn’t say thank you. I am the one to say thank you. Were we not both cold when we were sitting round the fire? The overcoat was yours, but you didn’t take it yourself. You dried it, and gave it to me. And took nothing for yourself. Thank you for that! You are a good fellow; I can see that. When we get to Tiflis, I will reward you. I shall take you to my father. I shall say to him: ‘Here is a man whom you must feed and care for, while I deserve only to be kept in the stable with the mules.’ You shall live with us, and be our gardener, and we will give you wine in plenty, and anything you like to eat. Ah! you will have a capital time! You will share my wine and food!”


    He continued for some time, describing in detail the attractions of the new life he was going to arrange for me in his home in Tiflis.


    And as he talked, I mused on the great unhappiness of men equipped with new morality and new aspirations — they tread the paths of life lonely and astray; and the fellow-travelers they meet on the way are aliens to them, unable to understand them. Life is a heavy burden for these lonely souls. Helplessly they drift hither and thither. They are like the good seed, wafted in the air, and dropping but rarely onto fruitful soil.


    Daylight had broken. The sea far away shone with rosy gold.


    “I am sleepy,” said Shakro.


    We halted. He lay down in a trench, which the fierce gusts of wind had dug out in the dry sand, near the shore. He wrapped himself, head and all, in the overcoat, and was soon sound asleep. I sat beside him, gazing dreamily over the sea.


    It was living its vast life, full of mighty movement.


    The flocks of waves broke noisily on the shore and rippled over the sand, that faintly hissed as it soaked up the water. The foremost waves, crested with white foam, flung themselves with a loud boom on the shore, and retreated, driven back to meet the waves that were pushing forward to support them. Intermingling in the foam and spray, they rolled once more toward the shore, and beat upon it, struggling to enlarge the bounds of their realm. From the horizon to the shore, across the whole expanse of waters, these supple, mighty waves rose up, moving, ever moving, in a compact mass, bound together by the oneness of their aim.


    The sun shone more and more brightly on the crests of the breakers, which, in the distance on the horizon, looked blood-red. Not a drop went astray in the titanic heavings of the watery mass, impelled, it seemed, by some conscious aim, which it would soon attain by its vast rhythmic blows. Enchanting was the bold beauty of the foremost waves, as they dashed stubbornly upon the silent shore, and fine it was to see the whole sea, calm and united, the mighty sea, pressing on and ever on. The sea glittered now with all the colors of the rainbow, and seemed to take a proud, conscious delight in its own power and beauty.


    A large steamer glided quietly round a point of land, cleaving the waters. Swaying majestically over the troubled sea, it dashed aside the threatening crests of the waves. At any other time this splendid, strong, flashing steamer would have set me thinking of the creative genius of man, who could thus enslave the elements. But now, beside me lay an untamed element in the shape of a man.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER IX.


    
      
    


    We were tramping now through the district of Terek. Shakro was indescribably ragged and dishevelled. He was surly as the devil, though he had plenty of food now, for it was easy to find work in these parts. He himself was not good at any kind of work.


    Once he got a small job on a thrashing machine; his duty was to push aside the straw, as it left the machine; but after working half a day he left off, as the palms of his hands were blistered and sore. Another time he started off with me and some other workmen to root up trees, but he grazed his neck with a mattock.


    We got on with our journey very slowly; we worked two days, and walked on the third day. Shakro ate all he could get hold of, and his gluttony prevented me from saving enough money to buy him new clothes. His ragged clothes were patched in the most fantastic way with pieces of various colors and sizes. I tried to persuade him to keep away from the beer houses in the villages, and to give up drinking his favorite wines; but he paid no heed to my words.


    With great difficulty I had, unknown to him, saved up five roubles, to buy him some new clothes. One day, when we were stopping in some village, he stole the money from my knapsack, and came in the evening, in a tipsy state, to the garden where I was working. He brought with him a fat country wench, who greeted me with the following words: “Good-day, you damned heretic!”


    Astonished at this epithet, I asked her why she called me a heretic. She answered boldly: “Because you forbid a young man to love women, you devil. How can you forbid what is allowed by law? Damn you, you devil!”


    Shakro stood beside her, nodding his head approvingly. He was very tipsy, and he rocked backward and forward unsteadily on his legs. His lower lip drooped helplessly. His dim eyes stared at me with vacant obstinacy.


    “Come, what are you looking at us for? Give him his money?” shouted the undaunted woman.


    “What money?” I exclaimed, astonished.


    “Give it back at once; or I’ll take you before the ataman! Return the hundred and fifty roubles, which you borrowed from him in Odessa!”


    What was I to do? The drunken creature might really go and complain to the Ataman; the Atamans were always very severe on any kind of tramp, and he might arrest us. Heaven only knew what trouble my arrest might inflict, not only on myself, but on Shakro! There was nothing for it but to try and outwit the woman, which was not, of course, a difficult matter.


    She was pacified after she had disposed of three bottles of vodka. She sank heavily to the ground, on a bed of melons, and fell asleep. Then I put Shakro to sleep also.


    Early next morning we turned our backs on the village, leaving the woman sound asleep among the melons.


    After his bout of drunkenness, Shakro, looking far from well, and with a swollen, blotchy face, walked slowly along, every now and then spitting on one side, and sighing deeply. I tried to begin a conversation with him, but he did not respond. He shook his unkempt head, as does a tired horse.


    It was a hot day; the air was full of heavy vapors, rising from the damp soil, where the thick, lush grass grew abundantly — almost as high as our heads. Around us, on all sides, stretched a motionless sea of velvety green grass.


    The hot air was steeped in strong sappy perfumes, which made one’s head swim.


    To shorten our way, we took a narrow path, where numbers of small red snakes glided about, coiling up under our feet. On the horizon to our right, were ranges of cloudy summits flashing silvery in the sun. It was the mountain chain of the Daguestan Hills.


    The stillness that reigned made one feel drowsy, and plunged one into a sort of dreamy state. Dark, heavy clouds, rolling up behind us, swept slowly across the heavens. They gathered at our backs, and the sky there grew dark, while in front of us it still showed clear, except for a few fleecy cloudlets, racing merrily across the open. But the gathering clouds grew darker and swifter. In the distance could be heard the rattle of thunder, and its angry rumbling came every moment nearer. Large drops of rain fell, pattering on the grass, with a sound like the clang of metal. There was no place where we could take shelter. It had grown dark. The patter of the rain on the grass was louder still, but it lad a frightened, timid sound. There was a clap of thunder, and the clouds shuddered in a blue flash of lightning. Again it was dark and the silvery chain of distant mountains was lost in the gloom. The rain now was falling in torrents, and one after another peals of thunder rumbled menacingly and incessantly over the vast steppe. The grass, beaten down by the wind and rain, lay flat on the ground, rustling faintly. Everything seemed quivering and troubled. Flashes of blinding lightning tore the storm clouds asunder.


    The silvery, cold chain of the distant mountains sprang up in the blue flash and gleamed with blue light. When the lightning died away, the mountains vanished, as though flung back into an abyss of darkness. The air was filled with rumblings and vibrations, with sounds and echoes. The lowering, angry sky seemed purifying itself by fire, from the dust and the foulness which had risen toward it from the earth, and the earth, it seemed, was quaking in terror at its wrath. Shakro was shaking and whimpering like a scared dog. But I felt elated and lifted above commonplace life as I watched the mighty, gloomy spectacle of the storm on the steppe. This unearthly chaos enchanted me and exalted me to an heroic mood, filling my soul with its wild, fierce harmony.


    And I longed to take part in it, and to express, in some way or other, the rapture that filled my heart to overflowing, in the presence of the mysterious force which scatters gloom, and gathering clouds. The blue light which lit up the sky seemed to gleam in my soul too; and how was I to express my passion and my ecstasy at the grandeur of nature? I sang aloud, at the top of my voice. The thunder roared, the lightning flashed, the grass whispered, while I sang and felt myself in close kinship with nature’s music. I was delirious, and it was pardonable, for it harmed no one but myself. I was filled with the desire to absorb, as much as possible, the mighty, living beauty and force that was raging on the steppe; and to get closer to it. A tempest at sea, and a thunderstorm on the steppes! I know nothing grander in nature. And so I shouted to my heart’s content, in the absolute belief that I troubled no one, nor placed any one in a position to criticize my action. But suddenly, I felt my legs seized, and I fell helpless into a pool of water.


    Shakro was looking into my face with serious and wrathful eyes.


    “Are you mad? Aren’t you? No? Well, then, be quiet! Don’t shout! I’ll cut your throat! Do you understand?”


    I was amazed, and I asked him first what harm I was doing him?


    “Why, you’re frightening me! It’s thundering; God is speaking, and you bawl. What are you thinking about?”


    I replied that I had a right to sing whenever I chose. Just as he had.


    “But I don’t want to!” he said.


    “Well, don’t sing then!” I assented.


    “And don’t you sing!” insisted Shakro.


    “Yes, I mean to sing!”


    “Stop! What are you thinking about?” he went on angrily. “Who are you? You have neither home nor father, nor mother; you have no relations, no land! Who are you? Are you anybody, do you suppose? It’s I am somebody in the world! I have everything!”


    He slapped his chest vehemently.


    “I’m a prince, and you — you’re nobody — nothing! You say — you’re this and that! Who else says so? All Koutais and Tiflies know me! You shall not contradict me! Do you hear? Are you not my servant? I’ll pay ten times over for all you have done for me. You shall obey me! You said yourself that God taught us to serve each other without seeking for a reward; but I’ll reward you.


    “Why will you annoy me, preaching to me, and frightening me? Do you want me to be like you? That’s too bad! You can’t make me like yourself! Foo! Foo!”


    He talked, smacked his lips, snuffled, and sighed. I stood staring at him, open-mouthed with astonishment. He was evidently pouring out now all the discontent, displeasure and disgust, which had been gathering up during the whole of our journey. To convince me more thoroughly, he poked me in the chest from time to time with his forefinger, and shook me by the shoulder. During the most impressive parts of his speech he pushed up against me with his whole massive body. The rain was pouring down on us, the thunder never ceased its muttering, and to make me hear, Shakro shouted at the top of his voice. The tragic comedy of my position struck me more vividly than ever, and I burst into a wild fit of laughter. Shakro turned away and spat.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER X


    
      
    


    The nearer we draw to Tiflis, the gloomier and the surlier grew Shakro. His thinner, but still stolid face wore a new expression. Just before we reached Vladikavkas we passed through a Circassian village, where we obtained work in some maize fields.


    The Circassians spoke very little Russian, and as they constantly laughed at us, and scolded us in their own language, we resolved to leave the village two days after our arrival; their increasing enmity had begun to alarm us.


    We had left the village about ten miles behind, when Shakro produced from his shirt a roll of home-spun muslin, and handing it to me, exclaimed triumphantly:


    “You need not work any more now. We can sell this, and buy all we want till we get to Tiflis! Do you see?”


    I was moved to fury, and tearing the bundle from his hands, I flung it away, glancing back.


    The Circassians are not to be trifled with! Only a short time before, the Cossacks had told us the following story:


    A tramp, who had been working for some time in a Circassian village, stole an iron spoon, and carried it away with him. The Circassians followed him, searched him, and found the iron spoon. They ripped open his body with a dagger, and after pushing the iron spoon into the wound, went off quietly, leaving him to his fate on the steppes. He was found by some Cossacks at the point of death. He told them this story, and died on the way to their village. The Cossacks had more than once warned us against the Circassians, relating many other edifying tales of the same sort. I had no reason to doubt the accuracy of these stories. I reminded Shakro of these facts. For some time he listened in silence to what I was saying; then, suddenly, showing his teeth and screwing up his eyes, he flew at me like a wild cat. We struggled for five minutes or so, till Shakro exclaimed angrily: “Enough! Enough!”


    Exhausted with the struggle, we sat in silence for some time, facing each other. Shakro glanced covetously toward the spot, where I had flung the red muslin, and said:


    “What were we fighting about? Fa — Fa — Fa! It’s very stupid. I did not steal it from you did I? Why should you care? I was sorry for you that is why I took the linen. You have to work so hard, and I cannot help you in that way, so I thought I would help you by stealing. Tse’! Tse’!


    “I made an attempt to explain to him how wrong it was to steal.


    “Hold your tongue, please! You’re a blockhead!” he exclaimed contemptuously; then added: “When one is dying of hunger, there is nothing for it but to steal; what sort of a life is this?”


    I was silent, afraid of rousing his anger again. This was the second time he had committed a theft. Some time before, when we were tramping along the shores of the Black Sea, he stole a watch belonging to a fisherman. We had nearly come to blows then.


    “Well, come along,” he said; when, after a short rest, we had once more grown quiet and friendly.


    So we trudged on. Each day made him grow more gloomy, and he looked at me strangely, from under his brows.


    As we walked over the Darial Pass, he remarked: “Another day or two will bring us to Tiflis. Tse’! Tse’!”


    He clicked his tongue, and his face beamed with delight.


    “When I get home, they will ask me where I have been? I shall tell them I have been travelling. The first thing I shall do will be to take a nice bath. I shall eat a lot. Oh! what a lot. I have only to tell my mother ‘I am hungry!’ My father will forgive when I tell him how much trouble and sorrow I have undergone. Tramps are a good sort of people! Whenever I meet a tramp, I shall always give him a rouble, and take him to the beer-house, and treat him to some wine. I shall tell him I was a tramp myself once. I shall tell my father all about you. I shall say: ‘This man — he was like an elder brother to me. He lectured me, and beat me, the dog! He fed me, and now, I shall say, you must feed him.’ I shall tell him to feed you for a whole year. Do you hear that, Maxime?”


    I liked to hear him talk in this strain; at those times he seemed so simple, so child-like. His words were all the more pleasant because I had not a single friend in all Tiflis. Winter was approaching. We had already been caught in a snowstorm in the Goudaour hills. I reckoned somewhat on Shakro’s promises. We walked on rapidly till we reached Mesket, the ancient capital of Iberia. The next day we hoped to be in Tiflis.


    I caught sight of the capital of the Caucasus in the distance, as it lay some five versts farther on, nestling between two high hills. The end of our journey was fast approaching! I was rejoicing, but Shakro was indifferent. With a vacant look he fixed his eyes on the distance, and began spitting on one side; while he kept rubbing his stomach with a grimace of pain. The pain in his stomach was caused by his having eaten too many raw carrots, which he had pulled up by the wayside.


    “Do you think I, a nobleman of Georgia, will show myself in my native town, torn and dirty as I am now? No, indeed, that I never could! We must wait outside till night. Let us rest here.”


    We twisted up a couple of cigarettes from our last bit of tobacco, and, shivering with cold, we sat down under the walls of a deserted building to have a smoke. The piercing cold wind seemed to cut through our bodies. Shakro sat humming a melancholy song; while I fell to picturing to myself a warm room, and other advantages of a settled life over a wandering existence.


    “Let us move on now!” said Shakro resolutely.


    It had now become dark. The lights were twinkling down below in the town. It was a pretty sight to watch them flashing one after the other, out of the mist of the valley, where the town lay hidden.


    “Look here, you give me your bashleek,* I want to cover my face up with it. My friends might recognize me.”


    I gave him my bashleek. We were already in Olga Street, and Shakro was whistling boldly.


    “Maxime, do you see that bridge over yonder? The train stops there. Go and wait for me there, please. I want first to go and ask a friend, who lives close by, about my father and mother.”


    “You won’t be long, will you?”


    “Only a minute. Not more!”


    * A kind of hood worn by men to keep their ears warm.


    He plunged rapidly down the nearest dark, narrow lane, and disappeared — disappeared for ever.


    I never met him again — the man who was my fellow-traveller for nearly four long months; but I often think of him with a good-humored feeling, and light-hearted laughter.


    He taught me much that one does not find in the thick volumes of wise philosophers, for the wisdom of life is always deeper and wider than the wisdom of men.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    ON A RAFT


    
      
    


    CHAPTER I


    
      
    


    Heavy clouds drift slowly across the sleepy river and hang every moment lower and thicker. In the distance their ragged gray edges seem almost to touch the surface of the rapid and muddy waters, swollen by the floods of spring, and there, where they touch, an impenetrable wall rises to the skies, barring the flow of the river and the passage of the raft.


    The stream, swirling against this wall — washing vainly against it with a wistful wailing swish — seems to be thrown back on itself, and then to hasten away on either side, where lies the moist fog of a dark spring night.


    The raft floats onward, and the distance opens out before it into heavy cloud — massed space. The banks of the rivers are invisible; darkness covers them, and the lapping waves of a spring flood seem to have washed them into space.


    The river below has spread into a sea; while the heavens above, swatched in cloud masses, hang heavy, humid, and leaden.*


    There is no atmosphere, no color in this gray blurred picture.


    The raft glides down swiftly and noiselessly, while out of the darkness appears, suddenly bearing down on it, a steamer, pouring from its funnels a merry crowd of sparks, and churning up the water with the paddles of its great revolving wheels.


    The two red forward lights gleam every moment larger and brighter, and the mast-head lantern sways slowly from side to side, as if winking mysteriously at the night. The distance is filled with the noise of the troubled water, and the heavy thud-thud of the engines.


    “Look ahead!” is heard from the raft. The voice is that of a deep-chested man.


    * The river is the volga, and the passage of strings of rafts down its stream in early spring is being described by the author. The allusion later on to the Brotherhood living in the Caucasus, refers to the persecuted Doukhobori, who have since been driven from their homes by the Russian authorities and have taken refuge in Canada.


    In order to enter into the sociology of this story of Gorkv’s it must be explained that among ancient Russian folk-customs, as the young peasants were married at a very early age, the father of the bridegroom considered he had rights over his daughter-in-law. In later times, this custom although occasionally continued, was held in disrepute among the peasantry; but that it has not entirely died out is proved by the little drama sketched in by the hand of a genius in “On a Raft.”


    Two men are standing aft, grasping each a long pole, which propel the raft and act as rudders; Mitia, the son of the owner, a fair, weak, melancholy-looking lad of twenty-two; and Sergei, a peasant, hired to help in the work on board the raft, a bluff, healthy, red-bearded fellow, whose upper lip, raised with a mocking sneer, discloses a mouth filled with large, strong teeth.


    “Starboard!” A second cry vibrates through the darkness ahead of the rafts.


    “What are you shouting for; we know our business!” Sergei growls raspingly; pressing his expanded chest against the pole. “Ouch! Pull harder, Mitia!” Mitia pushes with his feet against the damp planks that form the raft, and with his thin hands draws toward him the heavy steering pole, coughing hoarsely the while.


    “Harder, to starboard! You cursed loafers!” The master cries again, anger and anxiety in his voice.


    “Shout away!” mutters Sergei. “Here’s your miserable devil of a son, who couldn’t break a straw across his knee, and you put him to steer a raft; and then you yell so that all the river hears you. You were mean enough not to take a second steersman; so now you may tear your throat to pieces shouting!”


    These last words were growled out loud enough to be heard forward, and as if Sergei wished they should be heard.


    The steamer passed rapidly alongside the raft sweeping the frothing water from under her paddle wheels. The planks tossed up and down in the wash, and the osier branches fastening them together, groaned and scraped with a moist, plaintive sound.


    The lit-up portholes of the steamer seem for a moment to rake the raft and the river with fiery eyes, reflected in the seething water, like luminous trembling spots. Then all disappears.


    The wash of the steamer sweeps backward and forward, over the raft; the planks dance up and down. Mitia, swaying with the movements of the water, clutches convulsively the steering pole to save himself from falling.


    “Well, well,” says Sergei, laughing. “So you’re beginning to dance! Your father will start yelling again. Or he’ll perhaps come and give you one or two in the ribs; then you’ll dance to another tune! Port side now! Ouch!”


    And with his muscles strung like steel springs, Sergei gives a powerful push to his pole, forcing it deep down into the water. Energetic, tall, mocking and rather malicious, he stands bare-footed, rigid, as if a part of the planks; looking straight ahead, ready at any moment to change the direction of the raft.


    “Just look there at your father kissing Marka! Aren’t they a pair of devils? No shame, and no conscience. Why don’t you get away from them, Mitia — away from these Pagan pigs? Why? Do you hear?”


    “I hear,” answered Mitia in a stifled voice, without looking toward the spot which Sergei pointed to through the darkness, where the form of Mitia’s father could be seen.


    “I hear,” mocked Sergei, laughing ironically.


    “You poor half-baked creature! A pleasant state of things indeed!” he continued, encouraged by the apathy of Mitia. “And what a devil that old man is! He finds a wife for his son; he takes the son’s wife away from him; and all’s well! The old brute!”


    Mitia is silent, and looks astern up the river, where another wall of mist is formed. Now the clouds close in all round, and the raft hardly appears to move, but to be standing still in the thick, dark water, crushed down by the heavy gray-black vaporous masses, which drift across the heavens, and bar the way.


    The whole river seems like a fathomless, hidden whirlpool, surrounded by immense mountains, rising toward heaven, and capped with shrouding mists.


    The stillness suffocates, and the water seems spellbound with expectation, as it beats softly against the raft. A great sadness, and a timid questioning is heard in that faint sound — the only voice of the night — accentuating still more the silence. “We want a little wind now,” says Sergei. “No it’s not exactly wind we want that would bring rain,” he replies to himself, as he begins to fill his pipe. A match strikes, and the bubbling sound of a pipe being lighted is heard. A red gleam appears, throwing a glow over the big face of Sergei; and then, as the light dies down he is lost in the darkness.


    “Mitia!” he cries. His voice is now less brutal and more mocking.


    “What is it?” replies Mitia, without moving his gaze from the distance, where be seems with his big sad eyes to be searching for something.


    “How did it happen, mate? How did it happen?”


    “What?” answers Mitia, displeased.


    “How did you come to marry? What a queer set out! How was it? You brought your wife home! — and then? Ha! ha! ha!”


    “What are you cackling about? Look out there!” came threateningly across the river.


    “Damned beast!” ejaculates with delight Sergei; and returns to the theme that interests him. “Come, Mitia; tell me; tell me at once — why not?”


    “Leave me alone, Sergei,” Mitia murmurs entreatingly; “I told you once.”


    But knowing by experience that Sergei will not leave him in peace, he begins hurriedly: “Well, I brought her home — and I told her: ‘I can’t be your husband, Marka; you are a strong girl, and I am a feeble, sick man. I didn’t wish at all to marry you, but my father would force me to marry.’ He was always saying to me, ‘Get married! Get married!’ I don’t like women, I said: and you especially, you are too bold. Yes — and I can’t have anything to do — with it. Do you understand? For me, it disgusts me, and it is a sin. And children — one is answerable to God for one’s children.”


    “Disgusts,” yells Sergei and laughs. “Well! and what did Marka reply? What?”


    “She said, ‘What shall I do now?’ and then she began to cry. ‘What have you got against me? Am I so dreadfully ugly?’ She is shameless, Sergei, and wicked! ‘With all this health and strength of mine, must I go to my father-in-law?’ And I answered: ‘If you like — go where you wish, but I can’t act against my soul. If I had love for you, well and good; but being as it is, how is it possible? Father Ivan says it’s the deadliest sin. We are not beasts, are we?’ She went on crying: ‘You have ruined my chances in life!’ And I pitied her very much. ‘It’s nothing,’ I said; ‘things will come all right. Or,’ I continued, ‘you can go into a convent.’ And she began to insult me. ‘You are a stupid fool, Mitia! a coward!’”


    “Well, I’m blest!” exclaims Sergei, in a delighted whisper. “So you told her straight to go into a convent?”


    “Yes, I told her to go,” answers Mitia simply.


    “And she told you you were a fool?” queried Sergei, raising his voice.


    “Yes, she insulted me.”


    “And she was right, my friend; yes, indeed, she was right! You deserve a proper hammering.” And Sergei, changing suddenly his tone, continued with severity and authority: “Have you any right to go against the law? But you did go against it! Things are arranged in a certain way, and it’s no use going against them! You mustn’t even discuss them. But what did you do? You got some maggot into your head. A convent, indeed! Silly fool! What did the girl want? Did she want your convent? What a set of muddle-headed fools there seems to be now! Just think what’s happened! You, you’re neither fish nor fowl, nor good red-herring. And the girl’s done for! She’s living with an old man! And you drove the old man into sin! How many laws have you broken? You clever head!”


    “Law, Sergei, is in the soul. There is one law for everyone. Don’t do things that are against your soul, and you will do no evil on the earth,” answered Mitia, in a slow, conciliatory tone, and nodding his head.


    “But you did do evil,” answered Sergei, energetically. “In the soul! A fine idea! There are many things in the soul. Certain things must be forbidden. The soul, the soul! You must first understand it, my friend, and then — —”


    “No, it’s not so, Sergei,” replied Mitia with warmth, and he seemed to be inspired. “The soul, my friend, is always as clear as dew. It’s true, its voice lies deep down within us, and is difficult to hear; but if we listen, we can never be mistaken. If we act according to what is in our soul, we shall always act according to the will of God. God is in the soul, and, therefore, the law must be in it. The soul was created by God, and breathed by God into man. We have only to learn to look into it — and we must look into it without sparing our own feelings.”


    “You sleepy devils! Look ahead there!” The voice thundered from the forward part of the raft, and swept back down the river. In the strength of the sound one could recognize that the owner of the voice was healthy, energetic, and pleased with himself. A man with large and conscious vitality. He shouted, not because he had to give a necessary order to the steersmen, but because his soul was full of life and strength, and this life and strength wanted to find free expression, so it rushed forth in that thunderous and forceful sound.


    “Listen to the old blackguard shouting,” continued Sergei with delight, looking ahead with a piercing glance, and smiling. “Look at them billing and cooing like a pair of doves! Don’t you ever envy them, Mitia?”


    Mitia watched with indifference the working of the two forward oars, held by two figures who moved backward and forward, forming sometimes as they touched each other one compact and dark mass.


    “So you say you don’t envy them?” repeated Sergei.


    “What is it to me? It’s their sin, and they must answer for it,” replied Mitia quietly.


    “Hm!” ironically interjected Sergei, while he filled his pipe.


    Once more the small red patch of light glowed in the darkness; and the night grew thicker, and the gray clouds sank lower toward the swollen river.


    “Where did you get hold of that fine stuff, or does it come to you naturally? But you don’t take after your father, my lad! Your father’s a fine old chap. Look at him! He’s fifty-two now, and see what a strapping wench he’s carrying on with! She’s as fine a woman as ever wore shoe-leather. And she loves him; it’s no use denying it! She loves him, my lad! One can’t help admiring him, he’s such a trump, your father — he’s the king of trumps! When he’s at work, it’s worth while watching him. And then, he’s rich! And then, look how he’s respected! And his head’s screwed on the right way. Yes. And you? You’re not a bit like either your father or your mother? What would your father have done, Mitia, do you think, if old Anfisa had lived? That would have been a good joke! I should have liked to have seen how she’s have settled him! She was the right sort of woman, your mother! a real plucky one, she was! They were well matched!”


    Mitia remained silent, leaning on the pole, and staring at the water.


    Sergei ceased talking. Forward on the raft was heard a woman’s shrill laugh, followed by the deeper laugh of a man. Their figures, blurred by the mist, were nearly invisible to Sergei, who, however, watched them curiously. The man appeared as a tall figure, standing with legs wide apart, holding a pole, and half turned toward a shorter woman’s figure, leaning on another pole, and standing a few paces away. She shook her forefinger at the man, and giggled provokingly.


    Sergei turned away his head with a sigh, and after a few moment’s silence began to speak again.


    “Confound it all, but how jolly they seem together; it’s good to see! Why can’t I have something like that? I, a waif and a stray! I’d never leave such a woman! I’d always have my arms round her, and there’d be no mistake about my loving the little devil! I’ve never had any luck with women! They don’t like ginger hair — women don’t. No. She’s a woman with fancies, she is! She’s a sly little devil! She wants to see life! Are you asleep, Mitia?”


    “No,” answered Mitia quietly.


    “Well, how are you going to live? To tell the truth, you’re as solitary as a post! That seems pretty hard! Where can you go? You can’t earn your living among strangers. You’re too absurd! What’s the use of a man who can’t stand up for himself? A man’s got to have teeth and claws in this world! They’ll all have a go at you. Can you stick up for yourself? How would you set about it? Damn it all; where the devil could you go?”


    “I,” said Mitia, suddenly arousing herself; “I shall go away. I shall go in the autumn to the Caucasian Mountains, and that will be the end of it all. My God! If only I could get away from you all! Soulless, godless men! To get away from you, that’s my only hope! What do you live for? Where is your God? He’s nothing but a name! Do you live in Christ? You are wolves; that’s what you are! But over there live other men, whose souls live in Christ. Their hearts contain love, and they are athirst for the salvation of the world. But you — you are beasts, spewing out filth. But other men there are; I have seen them; they called me, and I must go to them. They gave me the book of Holy Writ, and they said: ‘Read, man of God, our beloved brother, read the word of truth!’ And I read, and my soul was renewed by the word of God. I shall go away. I shall leave all you ravening wolves. You are rending each other’s flesh! Accursed be ye!”


    Mitia spoke in a passionate whisper, as if overpowered by the intensity of his contemplative rapture, his anger with the ravening wolves, and his desire to be with those other men, whose souls aspired toward the salvation of the world. Sergei was taken aback. He remained quiet for some time, open-mouthed, holding his pipe in his hand. After a few moments’ thought he glanced round, and said in a deep, rough voice: “Damn it all! Why you’re turned a bad ‘un all at once! Why did you read that book? It was very likely an evil one. Well, be off, be off! If not, there’ll be an end of you! Be off with you before you become a regular beast yourself! And who are these fellows in the Caucasus? Monks? Or what?”


    But the fire of Mitia’s spirit died down as quickly as it had been kindled to a flame; he gasped with the exertion as he worked the pole, and muttered to himself below his breath.


    Sergei waited some time for the answer which did not come. His simple, hardy nature was quelled by the grim and death-like stillness of the night. He wanted to recall the fullness of life, to wake the solitude with sound, to disturb and trouble the hidden meditative silence of the leaden mass of water, flowing slowly to the sea; and of the dull, threatening clouds hanging motionless in the air. At the other end of the raft there was life, and it called on him to live.


    Forward, he could hear every now and then bursts of contented laughter, exclamations, sounds that seemed to stand out against the silence of this night, laden with the breath of spring, and provoking such passionate life desires.


    “Hold hard, Mitia! you’ll catch it again from the old man! Look out there!” said Sergei, who could not stand the silence any longer; and watching Mitia, who aimlessly moved his pole backward and forward in the water.


    Mitia, wiping his moist brow, stood quietly leaning with his breast against the pole, and panting.


    “There are few steamers to-night,” continued Sergei; “we’ve only passed one these many hours.” Seeing that Mitia had no intention of answering, Sergei replied quietly to himself: “It’s because its too early in the season. It’s only just beginning. We shall soon be at Kazan. The Volga pulls hard. She has a mighty strong back, that can carry all. Why are you standing still like that? Are you angry? Hi, there, Mitia!”


    “What’s the matter?” Mitia cried in a vexed tone.


    “Nothing, you strange fellow; but why can’t you talk? You are always thinking. Leave it alone! Thinking is bad for a man. A wise sort of fellow you are! You think and think, and all the time you can’t understand that you’re a fool at bottom. Ha! Ha!”


    And Sergei, very well satisfied with his own superiority, cleared his throat, remained quiet for a moment, whistled a note, and then continued to develop his theme.


    “Thinking? Is that an occupation for a working man? Look at your father; he doesn’t think much; he lives. He loves your wife, and they laugh at you together; you wise fool! That’s about it! Just listen to them! Blast them! I believe Marka’s already with child. Never fear, the child won’t feature you. He’ll be a fine, lusty lad, like Silan himself! But he’ll be your child! Ha! Ha! Ha! He’ll call you father! And you won’t be his father, but his brother; and his real father will be his grandfather! That’s a nice state of things! What a filthy family! But they’re a strapping pair! Isn’t that true, Mitia?”


    “Sergei!” In a passionate, sobbing whisper. “In the name of Christ I entreat you don’t tear my soul to pieces, don’t brand me with fire. Leave me alone. Do be quiet! In the name of God and of Christ, I beg you not to speak to me! Don’t disturb me! Don’t drain my heart’s blood! I’ll throw myself in the river, and yours will be the sin, and a great sin it will be! I should lose my soul; don’t force me to it! For God’s sake, I entreat you!”


    The silence of the night was troubled with shrill, unnatural sobbing; and Mitia fell on the deck of the raft, as if a blast from the overhanging clouds had struck him down.


    “Come, come!” growled Sergei, anxiously watching his mate writhing on the deck, as if scorched with fire. “What a strange man! He ought to have told me if it was not — if it was not quite—”


    “You’ve been torturing me all the way. Why? Am I your enemy?” Mitia sobbed again.


    “You’re a strange lad! a rum un!” murmured Sergei, confused and offended. “How could I know? I couldn’t tell you’d take on like that!”


    “Understand, then, that I want to forget! To forget for ever! My shame, my terrible torture. You’re a cruel lot! I shall go away, and stay away for ever! I can’t stand it any more!”


    “Yes, be off with you!” cried Sergei across the raft, accentuating his exclamation with a loud and cynical curse. Then he seemed to shrink together, as if himself afraid of the terrible drama which was unfolding itself before him; drama, which he was now compelled to understand. . . .


    “Hullo! There! I’m calling you! Are you deaf?” sounded up the river the voice of Silan. “What are you about there? What are you bawling about? Ahoy! Ahoy!”


    It seemed as if Silan enjoyed shouting, and breaking the heavy silence of the river with his deep voice, full of strength and health. The cries succeeded each other, thrilling the warm, moist air, and seeming to crush down on Mitia’s feeble form. He rose, and once more pressed his body against the steering pole. Sergei shouted in reply to the master with all his strength, and cursed him at the same time under his breath.


    The two voices broke through and filled the silence of the night. Then they seemed to meet in one deep note like the sound of a great horn. Once more rising to shrillness, they floated in the air, gradually sank away — and were lost.


    Silence reigned once more.


    Through the cleft clouds, on the dark water the yellow splashes of moonlight fell, and after glittering a moment disappeared, swept away in the moist gloom.


    The raft continued on its way down stream amid silence and darkness.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER II


    
      
    


    Near one of the forward poles stood Silan Petroff in a red shirt, open at the neck, showing his powerful throat and hairy chest, hard as an anvil. A thatch of gray hair fell over his forehead, under which laughed great black, warm eyes. His sleeves, turned up to the elbow, showed the veins standing out on his arms as they held the pole. Silan was leaning slightly forward, and looking watchfully ahead. Marka stood a few paces from him, glancing with a satisfied smile at the strong form of her lover. They were both silent and busy with their several thoughts. He was peering into the distance, and she followed the movements of his virile, bearded face.


    “That must be a fisherman’s fire,” said he, turning toward her.


    “It’s all right; we’re keeping on our course, Ouch!” And he puffed out a full, hot breath, and gave a powerful shove with his pole.


    “Don’t tire yourself Mashourka,” he continued, watching her, as with her pole she made a skilful movement.


    She was round and plump, with black, bright eyes and ruddy cheeks; barefooted, dressed only in a damp petticoat, which clung to her body, and showed the outline of her figure. She turned her face to Silan and, smiling pleasantly, said: “You take too much care of me; I’m all right!”


    “I kiss you, but I don’t take care of you,” answered Silan, moving his shoulders.


    “That’s not good enough!” she replied, provokingly; and they both were silent, looking at each other with desiring eyes.


    Under the rafts, the water gurgled musically. On the right bank, very far off, a cock crew. Swaying lightly under their feet, the raft floated on toward a point where the darkness dissolved into lighter tones, and the clouds took on themselves clearer shapes and less sombre hues.


    “Silan Petrovitch, do you know what they were shouting about there? I know. I bet you I know. It was Mitia who was complaining about us to Sergei; and it was he who cried out with trouble, and Sergei was cursing us!”


    Marka questioned anxiously Silan’s face, which, after her words, became grim and coldly stubborn.


    “Well!” shortly.


    “Well, that’s all!”


    “If that’s all, there was nothing to say.”


    “Don’t get angry.”


    “Angry with you? I should like to be angry with you, but I can’t.”


    “You love Marsha?” she whispered, coaxingly leaning toward him.


    “You bet!” answered Silan, with emphasis, stretching out toward her his powerful arms. “Come now, don’t tease me!”


    She twisted her body with the movements of a cat, and once more leaned toward him.


    “We shall upset the steering again,” whispered he, kissing her face which burned under his lips.


    “Shut up now! They can see us at the other end;” and motioning aft with her head, she struggled to free herself, but he held her more tightly still with one arm, and managed the pole with the other hand.


    “They can see us? Let them see us. I spit on them all! I’m sinning, that’s true; I know it; and shall have to answer for it to God; but still you never were his wife; you were free; you belonged to yourself. He’s suffering, I know. And what about me? Is my position a pleasant one? It is true that you were not his wife; but all the same, with my position, how must I feel now? Is it not a dreadful sin before God? It is a sin! I know it all, and I’ve gone through everything! Because it’s a thing worth doing!


    “We love only once, and we may die any day. Oh! Marka! If I’d only waited a month before marrying you to Mitia, nothing of this would have happened. Directly after the death of Anfisa I would have sent my friends to propose for you, and all would have been right! Right before the law; without sin, without shame. That was my mistake, and this mistake will take away from me five or ten years of my life. Such a mistake as that makes an old man of one before one’s time.”


    Silan Petroff spoke with decision, but quietly, while, an expression of inflexible determination flashed from his face, giving him the appearance of a man who was ready then and there to fight and struggle for the right to love.


    “Well, it’s all right now; don’t trouble yourself any more. We have talked about it more than once already,” whispered Marka, freeing herself gently from his arms, and returning to her oar.


    He began working his pole backward and forward, rapidly and energetically, as if he wished to get rid of the load that weighed on his breast, and cast a shadow over his fine face.


    Day broke gradually.


    The clouds, losing their density, crept slowly away on every side, as if reluctantly giving place to the sunlight. The surface of the river grew lighter, and took on it the cold gleam of polished steel.


    “Not long ago he talked with me about it. ‘Father,’ he said, ‘is it not a deadly shame for you, and for me? Give her up!’ He meant you,” explained Silan, and smiled. “‘Give her up,’ he said; ‘return to the right path!’ ‘My dear son,’ I said, ‘go away if you want to save your skin! I shall tear you to pieces like a rotten rag! There will be nothing left of your great virtue! It’s a sorrow to me to think that I’m your father! You puny wretch!’ He trembled. ‘Father,’ he said, ‘am I in the wrong?’ You are,’ I said, ‘you whining cur, because you are in my way! You are,’ I said, ‘because you can’t stand up for yourself! You lifeless, rotten carrion! If only,’ I said, ‘you were strong, one could kill you; but even that isn’t possible! One pities you, poor, wretched creature!’ He only wept. Oh, Marka! This sort of thing makes one good for nothing. Any one else would — would get their heads out of this noose as soon as possible, but we are in it, and we shall perhaps tighten it round each other’s necks!”


    “What do you mean?” said Marka, looking at him fearfully, as he stood there grim, strong and cold.


    “Nothing! If he were to die! That’s all. If he were to die — what a good thing it would be! Everything would be straight then! I would give all my land to your family, to make them shut their mouths; and we two might go to Siberia, or somewhere far away. They would ask, ‘Who is she?’ ‘My wife! Do you understand?’


    “We could get some sort of paper or document. We could open a shop somewhere in a village, and live. And we could expiate our sin before God. We could help other people to live, and they would help us to appease our consciences. Isn’t that so, Marsha?”


    “Yes,” said she, with a deep sigh, closing her eyes as if in thought.


    They remained silent for a while; the water murmured.


    “He is sickly. He will, perhaps, die soon,” said Silan after a time.


    “Please God it may be soon!” said Marka, as if in prayer, and making the sign of the cross.


    The rays of the spring sun broke through the clouds, and touched the water with rainbow and golden tints. At the breath of the wind all nature thrilled, quickened, and smiled. The blue sky between the clouds smiled back at the sun-warmed waters. The raft, moving on, left the clouds astern.


    Gathering in a thick and heavy mass, they hung motionless, and dreaming over the bright river, as if seeking a way to escape from the ardent spring sun, which, rich in color and in joy, seemed the enemy of these symbols of winter tempests.


    Ahead, the sky grew clearer and brighter, and the morning sun, powerless to warm, but dazzling bright as it glitters in early spring, rose stately and beautiful from the purple-gold waves of the river, and mounted higher and ever higher into the blue limpid sky. On the right showed the brown, high banks of the river, surmounted by green woods; on the left emerald green fields glittered with dew diamonds. In the air, floated the smell of the earth, of fresh springing grass, blended with the aromatic scent of a fir wood.


    Sergei and Mitia stood as if rooted to their oars, but the expression on their faces could not be distinguished by those on the forward part of the raft.


    Silan glanced at Marka.


    She was cold. She leaned forward on her pole in a doubled-up attitude. She was looking ahead with dreaming eyes; and a mysterious, charming smile prayed on her lips — such a smile as makes even an ugly woman charming and desirable.


    “Look ahead, lads! Ahoy! Ahoy!” hailed Silan, with all the force of his lungs, feeling a powerful pulse of energy and strength in his strong breast.


    And all around seemed to tremble with his cry. The echo resounded long from the high banks on either side.
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    Once in the autumn I happened to be in a very unpleasant and inconvenient position. In the town where I had just arrived and where I knew not a soul, I found myself without a farthing in my pocket and without a night’s lodging.


    Having sold during the first few days every part of my costume without which it was still possible to go about, I passed from the town into the quarter called “Yste,” where were the steamship wharves — a quarter which during the navigation season fermented with boisterous, laborious life, but now was silent and deserted, for we were in the last days of October.


    Dragging my feet along the moist sand, and obstinately scrutinising it with the desire to discover in it any sort of fragment of food, I wandered alone among the deserted buildings and warehouses, and thought how good it would be to get a full meal.


    In our present state of culture hunger of the mind is more quickly satisfied than hunger of the body. You wander about the streets, you are surrounded by buildings not bad-looking from the outside and — you may safely say it — not so badly furnished inside, and the sight of them may excite within you stimulating ideas about architecture, hygiene, and many other wise and high-flying subjects. You may meet warmly and neatly dressed folks — all very polite, and turning away from you tactfully, not wishing offensively to notice the lamentable fact of your existence. Well, well, the mind of a hungry man is always better nourished and healthier than the mind of the well-fed man; and there you have a situation from which you may draw a very ingenious conclusion in favour of the ill fed.


    The evening was approaching, the rain was falling, and the wind blew violently from the north. It whistled in the empty booths and shops, blew into the plastered window-panes of the taverns, and whipped into foam the wavelets of the river which splashed noisily on the sandy shore, casting high their white crests, racing one after another into the dim distance, and leaping impetuously over one another’s shoulders. It seemed as if the river felt the proximity of winter, and was running at random away from the fetters of ice which the north wind might well have flung upon her that very night. The sky was heavy and dark; down from it swept incessantly scarcely visible drops of rain, and the melancholy elegy in nature all around me was emphasised by a couple of battered and misshapen willow-trees and a boat, bottom upwards, that was fastened to their roots.


    The overturned canoe with its battered keel and the miserable old trees rifled by the cold wind — everything around me was bankrupt, barren, and dead, and the sky flowed with undryable tears… Everything around was waste and gloomy … it seemed as if everything were dead, leaving me alone among the living, and for me also a cold death waited.


    I was then eighteen years old — a good time!


    I walked and walked along the cold wet sand, making my chattering teeth warble in honour of cold and hunger, when suddenly, as I was carefully searching for something to eat behind one of the empty crates, I perceived behind it, crouching on the ground, a figure in woman’s clothes dank with the rain and clinging fast to her stooping shoulders. Standing over her, I watched to see what she was doing. It appeared that she was digging a trench in the sand with her hands — digging away under one of the crates.


    “Why are you doing that?” I asked, crouching down on my heels quite close to her.


    She gave a little scream and was quickly on her legs again. Now that she stood there staring at me, with her wide-open grey eyes full of terror, I perceived that it was a girl of my own age, with a very pleasant face embellished unfortunately by three large blue marks. This spoilt her, although these blue marks had been distributed with a remarkable sense of proportion, one at a time, and all were of equal size — two under the eyes, and one a little bigger on the forehead just over the bridge of the nose. This symmetry was evidently the work of an artist well inured to the business of spoiling the human physiognomy.


    The girl looked at me, and the terror in her eyes gradually died out… She shook the sand from her hands, adjusted her cotton head-gear, cowered down, and said:


    “I suppose you too want something to eat? Dig away then! My hands are tired. Over there” — she nodded her head in the direction of a booth— “there is bread for certain … and sausages too… That booth is still carrying on business.”


    I began to dig. She, after waiting a little and looking at me, sat down beside me and began to help me.


    We worked in silence. I cannot say now whether I thought at that moment of the criminal code, of morality, of proprietorship, and all the other things about which, in the opinion of many experienced persons, one ought to think every moment of one’s life. Wishing to keep as close to the truth as possible, I must confess that apparently I was so deeply engaged in digging under the crate that I completely forgot about everything else except this one thing: What could be inside that crate?


    The evening drew on. The grey, mouldy, cold fog grew thicker and thicker around us. The waves roared with a hollower sound than before, and the rain pattered down on the boards of that crate more loudly and more frequently. Somewhere or other the night-watchman began springing his rattle.


    “Has it got a bottom or not?” softly inquired my assistant. I did not understand what she was talking about, and I kept silence.


    “I say, has the crate got a bottom? If it has we shall try in vain to break into it. Here we are digging a trench, and we may, after all, come upon nothing but solid boards. How shall we take them off? Better smash the lock; it is a wretched lock.”


    Good ideas rarely visit the heads of women, but, as you see, they do visit them sometimes. I have always valued good ideas, and have always tried to utilise them as far as possible.


    Having found the lock, I tugged at it and wrenched off the whole thing. My accomplice immediately stooped down and wriggled like a serpent into the gaping-open, four cornered cover of the crate whence she called to me approvingly, in a low tone:


    “You’re a brick!”


    Nowadays a little crumb of praise from a woman is dearer to me than a whole dithyramb from a man, even though he be more eloquent than all the ancient and modern orators put together. Then, however, I was less amiably disposed than I am now, and, paying no attention to the compliment of my comrade, I asked her curtly and anxiously:


    “Is there anything?”


    In a monotonous tone she set about calculating our discoveries.


    “A basketful of bottles — thick furs — a sunshade — an iron pail.”


    All this was uneatable. I felt that my hopes had vanished… But suddenly she exclaimed vivaciously:


    “Aha! here it is!”


    “What?”


    “Bread … a loaf … it’s only wet … take it!”


    A loaf flew to my feet and after it herself, my valiant comrade. I had already bitten off a morsel, stuffed it in my mouth, and was chewing it…


    “Come, give me some too!… And we mustn’t stay here… Where shall we go?” she looked inquiringly about on all sides… It was dark, wet, and boisterous.


    “Look! there’s an upset canoe yonder … let us go there.”


    “Let us go then!” And off we set, demolishing our booty as we went, and filling our mouths with large portions of it… The rain grew more violent, the river roared; from somewhere or other resounded a prolonged mocking whistle — just as if Someone great who feared nobody was whistling down all earthly institutions and along with them this horrid autumnal wind and us its heroes. This whistling made my heart throb painfully, in spite of which I greedily went on eating, and in this respect the girl, walking on my left hand, kept even pace with me.


    “What do they call you?” I asked her — why I know not.


    “Natasha,” she answered shortly, munching loudly.


    I stared at her. My heart ached within me; and then I stared into the mist before me, and it seemed to me as if the inimical countenance of my Destiny was smiling at me enigmatically and coldly.


    * * * * *


    
      
    


    The rain scourged the timbers of the skiff incessantly, and its soft patter induced melancholy thoughts, and the wind whistled as it flew down into the boat’s battered bottom through a rift, where some loose splinters of wood were rattling together — a disquieting and depressing sound. The waves of the river were splashing on the shore, and sounded so monotonous and hopeless, just as if they were telling something unbearably dull and heavy, which was boring them into utter disgust, something from which they wanted to run away and yet were obliged to talk about all the same. The sound of the rain blended with their splashing, and a long-drawn sigh seemed to be floating above the overturned skiff — the endless, labouring sigh of the earth, injured and exhausted by the eternal changes from the bright and warm summer to the cold misty and damp autumn. The wind blew continually over the desolate shore and the foaming river — blew and sang its melancholy songs…


    Our position beneath the shelter of the skiff was utterly devoid of comfort; it was narrow and damp, tiny cold drops of rain dribbled through the damaged bottom; gusts of wind penetrated it. We sat in silence and shivered with cold. I remembered that I wanted to go to sleep. Natasha leaned her back against the hull of the boat and curled herself up into a tiny ball. Embracing her knees with her hands, and resting her chin upon them, she stared doggedly at the river with wide-open eyes; on the pale patch of her face they seemed immense, because of the blue marks below them. She never moved, and this immobility and silence — I felt it — gradually produced within me a terror of my neighbour. I wanted to talk to her, but I knew not how to begin.


    It was she herself who spoke.


    “What a cursed thing life is!” she exclaimed plainly, abstractedly, and in a tone of deep conviction.


    But this was no complaint. In these words there was too much of indifference for a complaint. This simple soul thought according to her understanding — thought and proceeded to form a certain conclusion which she expressed aloud, and which I could not confute for fear of contradicting myself. Therefore I was silent, and she, as if she had not noticed me, continued to sit there immovable.


    “Even if we croaked … what then…?” Natasha began again, this time quietly and reflectively, and still there was not one note of complaint in her words. It was plain that this person, in the course of her reflections on life, was regarding her own case, and had arrived at the conviction that in order to preserve herself from the mockeries of life, she was not in a position to do anything else but simply “croak” — to use her own expression.


    The clearness of this line of thought was inexpressibly sad and painful to me, and I felt that if I kept silence any longer I was really bound to weep… And it would have been shameful to have done this before a woman, especially as she was not weeping herself. I resolved to speak to her.


    “Who was it that knocked you about?” I asked. For the moment I could not think of anything more sensible or more delicate.


    “Pashka did it all,” she answered in a dull and level tone.


    “And who is he?”


    “My lover… He was a baker.”


    “Did he beat you often?”


    “Whenever he was drunk he beat me… Often!”


    And suddenly, turning towards me, she began to talk about herself, Pashka, and their mutual relations. He was a baker with red moustaches and played very well on the banjo. He came to see her and greatly pleased her, for he was a merry chap and wore nice clean clothes. He had a vest which cost fifteen rubles and boots with dress tops. For these reasons she had fallen in love with him, and he became her “creditor.” And when he became her creditor he made it his business to take away from her the money which her other friends gave to her for bonbons, and, getting drunk on this money, he would fall to beating her; but that would have been nothing if he hadn’t also begun to “run after” other girls before her very eyes.


    “Now, wasn’t that an insult? I am not worse than the others. Of course that meant that he was laughing at me, the blackguard. The day before yesterday I asked leave of my mistress to go out for a bit, went to him, and there I found Dimka sitting beside him drunk. And he, too, was half seas over. I said, ‘You scoundrel, you!’ And he gave me a thorough hiding. He kicked me and dragged me by the hair. But that was nothing to what came after. He spoiled everything I had on — left me just as I am now! How could I appear before my mistress? He spoiled everything … my dress and my jacket too — it was quite a new one; I gave a fiver for it … and tore my kerchief from my head… Oh, Lord! What will become of me now?” she suddenly whined in a lamentable overstrained voice.


    The wind howled, and became ever colder and more boisterous… Again my teeth began to dance up and down, and she, huddled up to avoid the cold, pressed as closely to me as she could, so that I could see the gleam of her eyes through the darkness.


    “What wretches all you men are! I’d burn you all in an oven; I’d cut you in pieces. If any one of you was dying I’d spit in his mouth, and not pity him a bit. Mean skunks! You wheedle and wheedle, you wag your tails like cringing dogs, and we fools give ourselves up to you, and it’s all up with us! Immediately you trample us underfoot… Miserable loafers’”


    She cursed us up and down, but there was no vigour, no malice, no hatred of these “miserable loafers” in her cursing that I could hear. The tone of her language by no means corresponded with its subject-matter, for it was calm enough, and the gamut of her voice was terribly poor.


    Yet all this made a stronger impression on me than the most eloquent and convincing pessimistic bocks and speeches, of which I had read a good many and which I still read to this day. And this, you see, was because the agony of a dying person is much more natural and violent than the most minute and picturesque descriptions of death.


    I felt really wretched — more from cold than from the words of my neighbour. I groaned softly and ground my teeth.


    Almost at the same moment I felt two little arms about me — one of them touched my neck and the other lay upon my face — and at the same time an anxious, gentle, friendly voice uttered the question:


    “What ails you?”


    I was ready to believe that some one else was asking me this and not Natasha, who had just declared that all men were scoundrels, and expressed a wish for their destruction. But she it was, and now she began speaking quickly, hurriedly.


    “What ails you, eh? Are you cold? Are you frozen? Ah, what a one you are, sitting there so silent like a little owl! Why, you should have told me long ago that you were cold. Come … lie on the ground … stretch yourself out and I will lie … there! How’s that? Now put your arms round me?… tighter! How’s that? You shall be warm very soon now… And then we’ll lie back to back… The night will pass so quickly, see if it won’t. I say … have you too been drinking?… Turned out of your place, eh?… It doesn’t matter.”


    And she comforted me… She encouraged me.


    May I be thrice accursed! What a world of irony was in this single fact for me! Just imagine! Here was I, seriously occupied at this very time with the destiny of humanity, thinking of the re-organisation of the social system, of political revolutions, reading all sorts of devilishly-wise books whose abysmal profundity was certainly unfathomable by their very authors — at this very time. I say, I was trying with all my might to make of myself “a potent active social force.” It even seemed to me that I had partially accomplished my object; anyhow, at this time, in my ideas about myself, I had got so far as to recognise that I had an exclusive right to exist, that I had the necessary greatness to deserve to live my life, and that I was fully competent to play a great historical part therein. And a woman was now warming me with her body, a wretched, battered, hunted creature, who had no place and no value in life, and whom I had never thought of helping till she helped me herself, and whom I really would not have known how to help in any way even if the thought of it had occurred to me.


    Ah! I was ready to think that all this was happening to me in a dream — in a disagreeable, an oppressive dream.


    But, ugh! it was impossible for me to think that, for cold drops of rain were dripping down upon me, the woman was pressing close to me, her warm breath was fanning my face, and — despite a slight odor of vodka — it did me good. The wind howled and raged, the rain smote upon the skiff, the waves splashed, and both of us, embracing each other convulsively, nevertheless shivered with cold. All this was only too real, and I am certain that nobody ever dreamed such an oppressive and horrid dream as that reality.


    But Natasha was talking all the time of something or other, talking kindly and sympathetically, as only women can talk. Beneath the influence of her voice and kindly words a little fire began to burn up within me, and something inside my heart thawed in consequence.


    Then tears poured from my eyes like a hailstorm, washing away from my heart much that was evil, much that war, stupid, much sorrow and dirt which had fastened upon it before that night. Natasha comforted me.


    “Come, come, that will do, little one! Don’t take on! That’ll do! God will give you another chance … you will right yourself and stand in your proper place again … and it will be all right…”


    And she kept kissing me … many kisses did she give me … burning kisses … and all for nothing…


    Those were the first kisses from a woman that had ever been bestowed upon me, and they were the best kisses too, for all the subsequent kisses cost me frightfully dear, and really gave me nothing at all in exchange.


    “Come, don’t take on so, funny one! I’ll manage for you to-morrow if you cannot find a place.” Her quiet persuasive whispering sounded in my ears as if it came through a dream…


    There we lay till dawn…


    And when the dawn came, we crept from behind the skiff and went into the town… Then we took friendly leave of each other and never met again, although for half a year I searched in every hole and corner for that kind Natasha, with whom I spent the autumn night just described.


    If she be already dead — and well for her if it were so — may she rest in peace! And if she be alive … still I say “Peace to her soul!” And may the consciousness of her fall never enter her soul … for that would be a superfluous and fruitless suffering if life is to be lived…


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    HER LOVER


    
      
    


    Translated by Thomas Seltzer


    
      
    


    An acquaintance of mine once told me the following story.


    When I was a student at Moscow I happened to live alongside one of those ladies whose repute is questionable. She was a Pole, and they called her Teresa. She was a tallish, powerfully-built brunette, with black, bushy eyebrows and a large coarse face as if carved out by a hatchet — the bestial gleam of her dark eyes, her thick bass voice, her cabman-like gait and her immense muscular vigour, worthy of a fishwife, inspired me with horror. I lived on the top flight and her garret was opposite to mine. I never left my door open when I knew her to be at home. But this, after all, was a very rare occurrence. Sometimes I chanced to meet her on the staircase or in the yard, and she would smile upon me with a smile which seemed to me to be sly and cynical. Occasionally, I saw her drunk, with bleary eyes, tousled hair, and a particularly hideous grin. On such occasions she would speak to me.


    “How d’ye do, Mr. Student!” and her stupid laugh would still further intensify my loathing of her. I should have liked to have changed my quarters in order to have avoided such encounters and greetings; but my little chamber was a nice one, and there was such a wide view from the window, and it was always so quiet in the street below — so I endured.


    And one morning I was sprawling on my couch, trying to find some sort of excuse for not attending my class, when the door opened, and the bass voice of Teresa the loathsome resounded from my threshold:


    “Good health to you, Mr. Student!”


    “What do you want?” I said. I saw that her face was confused and supplicatory… It was a very unusual sort of face for her.


    “Sir! I want to beg a favour of you. Will you grant it me?”


    I lay there silent, and thought to myself:


    “Gracious!… Courage, my boy!”


    “I want to send a letter home, that’s what it is,” she said; her voice was beseeching, soft, timid.


    “Deuce take you!” I thought; but up I jumped, sat down at my table, took a sheet of paper, and said:


    “Come here, sit down, and dictate!”


    She came, sat down very gingerly on a chair, and looked at me with a guilty look.


    “Well, to whom do you want to write?”


    “To Boleslav Kashput, at the town of Svieptziana, on the Warsaw

    Road…”


    
      
    


    “Well, fire away!”


    “My dear Boles … my darling … my faithful lover. May the Mother of God protect thee! Thou heart of gold, why hast thou not written for such a long time to thy sorrowing little dove, Teresa?”


    I very nearly burst out laughing. “A sorrowing little dove!” more than five feet high, with fists a stone and more in weight, and as black a face as if the little dove had lived all its life in a chimney, and had never once washed itself! Restraining myself somehow, I asked:


    “Who is this Bolest?”


    “Boles, Mr. Student,” she said, as if offended with me for blundering over the name, “he is Boles — my young man.”


    “Young man!”


    “Why are you so surprised, sir? Cannot I, a girl, have a young man?”


    She? A girl? Well!


    “Oh, why not?” I said. “All things are possible. And has he been your young man long?”


    “Six years.”


    “Oh, ho!” I thought. “Well, let us write your letter…”


    And I tell you plainly that I would willingly have changed places with this Boles if his fair correspondent had been not Teresa but something less than she.


    “I thank you most heartily, sir, for your kind services,” said Teresa to me, with a curtsey. “Perhaps I can show you some service, eh?”


    “No, I most humbly thank you all the same.”


    “Perhaps, sir, your shirts or your trousers may want a little mending?”


    I felt that this mastodon in petticoats had made me grow quite red with shame, and I told her pretty sharply that I had no need whatever of her services.


    She departed.


    A week or two passed away. It was evening. I was sitting at my window whistling and thinking of some expedient for enabling me to get away from myself. I was bored; the weather was dirty. I didn’t want to go out, and out of sheer ennui I began a course of self-analysis and reflection. This also was dull enough work, but I didn’t care about doing anything else. Then the door opened. Heaven be praised! Some one came in.


    “Oh, Mr. Student, you have no pressing business, I hope?”


    It was Teresa. Humph!


    “No. What is it?”


    “I was going to ask you, sir, to write me another letter.”


    “Very well! To Boles, eh?”


    “No, this time it is from him.”


    “Wha-at?”


    “Stupid that I am! It is not for me, Mr. Student, I beg your pardon. It is for a friend of mine, that is to say, not a friend but an acquaintance — a man acquaintance. He has a sweetheart just like me here, Teresa. That’s how it is. Will you, sir, write a letter to this Teresa?”


    I looked at her — her face was troubled, her fingers were trembling. I was a bit fogged at first — and then I guessed how it was.


    “Look here, my lady,” I said, “there are no Boleses or Teresas at all, and you’ve been telling me a pack of lies. Don’t you come sneaking about me any longer. I have no wish whatever to cultivate your acquaintance. Do you understand?”


    And suddenly she grew strangely terrified and distraught; she began to shift from foot to foot without moving from the place, and spluttered comically, as if she wanted to say something and couldn’t. I waited to see what would come of all this, and I saw and felt that, apparently, I had made a great mistake in suspecting her of wishing to draw me from the path of righteousness. It was evidently something very different.


    “Mr. Student!” she began, and suddenly, waving her hand, she turned abruptly towards the door and went out. I remained with a very unpleasant feeling in my mind. I listened. Her door was flung violently to — plainly the poor wench was very angry… I thought it over, and resolved to go to her, and, inviting her to come in here, write everything she wanted.


    I entered her apartment. I looked round. She was sitting at the table, leaning on her elbows, with her head in her hands.


    “Listen to me,” I said.


    Now, whenever I come to this point in my story, I always feel horribly awkward and idiotic. Well, well!


    “Listen to me,” I said.


    She leaped from her seat, came towards me with flashing eyes, and laying her hands on my shoulders, began to whisper, or rather to hum in her peculiar bass voice:


    “Look you, now! It’s like this. There’s no Boles at all, and there’s no Teresa either. But what’s that to you? Is it a hard thing for you to draw your pen over paper? Eh? Ah, and you, too! Still such a little fair-haired boy! There’s nobody at all, neither Boles, nor Teresa, only me. There you have it, and much good may it do you!”


    “Pardon me!” said I, altogether flabbergasted by such a reception, “what is it all about? There’s no Boles, you say?”


    “No. So it is.”


    “And no Teresa either?”


    “And no Teresa. I’m Teresa.”


    I didn’t understand it at all. I fixed my eyes upon her, and tried to make out which of us was taking leave of his or her senses. But she went again to the table, searched about for something, came back to me, and said in an offended tone:


    “If it was so hard for you to write to Boles, look, there’s your letter, take it! Others will write for me.”


    I looked. In her hand was my letter to Boles. Phew!


    “Listen, Teresa! What is the meaning of all this? Why must you get others to write for you when I have already written it, and you haven’t sent it?”


    “Sent it where?”


    “Why, to this — Boles.”


    “There’s no such person.”


    I absolutely did not understand it. There was nothing for me but to spit and go. Then she explained.


    “What is it?” she said, still offended. “There’s no such person, I tell you,” and she extended her arms as if she herself did not understand why there should be no such person. “But I wanted him to be… Am I then not a human creature like the rest of them? Yes, yes, I know, I know, of course… Yet no harm was done to any one by my writing to him that I can see…”


    “Pardon me — to whom?”


    “To Boles, of course.”


    “But he doesn’t exist.”


    “Alas! alas! But what if he doesn’t? He doesn’t exist, but he might! I write to him, and it looks as if he did exist. And Teresa — that’s me, and he replies to me, and then I write to him again…”


    I understood at last. And I felt so sick, so miserable, so ashamed, somehow. Alongside of me, not three yards away, lived a human creature who had nobody in the world to treat her kindly, affectionately, and this human being had invented a friend for herself!


    “Look, now! you wrote me a letter to Boles, and I gave it to some one else to read it to me; and when they read it to me I listened and fancied that Boles was there. And I asked you to write me a letter from Boles to Teresa — that is to me. When they write such a letter for me, and read it to me, I feel quite sure that Boles is there. And life grows easier for me in consequence.”


    “Deuce take you for a blockhead!” said I to myself when I heard this.


    And from thenceforth, regularly, twice a week, I wrote a letter to Boles, and an answer from Boles to Teresa. I wrote those answers well… She, of course, listened to them, and wept like anything, roared, I should say, with her bass voice. And in return for my thus moving her to tears by real letters from the imaginary Boles, she began to mend the holes I had in my socks, shirts, and other articles of clothing. Subsequently, about three months after this history began, they put her in prison for something or other. No doubt by this time she is dead.


    My acquaintance shook the ash from his cigarette, looked pensively up at the sky, and thus concluded:


    Well, well, the more a human creature has tasted of bitter things the more it hungers after the sweet things of life. And we, wrapped round in the rags of our virtues, and regarding others through the mist of our self-sufficiency, and persuaded of our universal impeccability, do not understand this.


    And the whole thing turns out pretty stupidly — and very cruelly. The fallen classes, we say. And who are the fallen classes, I should like to know? They are, first of all, people with the same bones, flesh, and blood and nerves as ourselves. We have been told this day after day for ages. And we actually listen — and the devil only knows how hideous the whole thing is. Or are we completely depraved by the loud sermonising of humanism? In reality, we also are fallen folks, and, so far as I can see, very deeply fallen into the abyss of self-sufficiency and the conviction of our own superiority. But enough of this. It is all as old as the hills — so old that it is a shame to speak of it. Very old indeed — yes, that’s what it is!
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    Villa Behring (the burgundy house), Capri, Italy — from 1909–1911 Gorky lived in this villa, partly for health reasons and partly to escape the increasingly repressive atmosphere in Russia. He invited his friend Anatoly Lunacharsky to join him.
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    On his definitive return to the Soviet Union in 1932, Gorky received the Ryabushinsky Mansion, designed in 1900 by Fyodor Schechtel for the Ryabushinsky family. The mansion today houses a museum about the author.
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    — Interior of Gorky’s mansion house/museum
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        A WALLACHIAN LEGEND
      

    


    Translated by Elbert Aidline.


    
      
    


    A fairy once dwelt in a forest,

    And bathed in its silvery streams;

    One day she was caught by the fishers,

    While morning was shedding its gleams.


    
      
    


    The fishers all scattered, affrighted,

    But Marco, a fisherman young;

    He kissed her, embraced, and caressed her,

    So vigorous, youthful, and strong.


    
      
    


    The fairy entwined like a serpent,

    Seductively tender and mild,

    And gazing upon him intently,

    She silently, silently smiled.


    
      
    


    All day she embraced and caressed him,

    But — happiness ever is brief —

    With nightfall the fairy had vanished

    And left him alone with his grief.


    
      
    


    At daylight, at starlight he wanders,

    And seeks her, and withers, and craves,

    “Oh, where is my fairy?” — ”We know not,”

    Are laughing the treacherous waves.


    
      
    


    “Be silent!” he cries to the wavelets.

    ”Yourselves with my fairy you play!”

    And into the waters deceitful

    He plunged, there to seek his sweet fay. . .


    
      
    


    The fairy still dwells in the forest,

    Still beautiful, charming, and young . . .

    But Marco is dead . . . Yet forever

    He’ll live in the glory of Song.


    
      
    


    While you, self-contented and dormant,

    Like worms you will crawl on your way;

    No tale shall relate of your doings,

    No poet shall sing you a lay!


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    THE SONG OF THE STORM-FINCH


    
      
    


    Anonymous Translation


    
      
    


    The strong wind is gathering the storm-clouds together

    Above the gray plain of the ocean so wide.

    The storm-finch, the bird that resembles dark lightning,

    Between clouds and ocean is soaring in pride.


    
      
    


    Now skimming the waves with his wings, and now shooting

    Up, arrow-like, into the dark clouds on high,

    The storm-finch is clamoring loudly and shrilly;

    The clouds can hear joy in the bird’s fearless cry.


    
      
    


    In that cry is the yearning, the thirst for the tempest,

    And angers hot might in its wild notes is heard;

    The keen fire of passion, the faith in sure triumph —

    All these the clouds hear in the voice of the bird.


    
      
    


    The seagulls lament when a storm is impending,

    They flit o’er the waves with a wail in their cry;

    They are ready to hide in the depths of the ocean

    Their dread of the tempest that threatens on high.


    
      
    


    The cargeese and grebes, too, shriek hoarsely in terror,

    They mourn and complain when the tempest is near;

    They know not the joy of a life-and-death struggle;

    The crash of the thunderbolt fills them with fear.


    
      
    


    The fat, foolish penguin hides, timid and craven,

    In nooks of the cliffs, where it finds a safe home;

    Alone the proud storm-finch soars freely and boldly

    Above the rough ocean, all hoary with foam.


    
      
    


    Still nearer and darker the storm-clouds are lowering

    Above the broad ocean; the waves as they beat

    Are singing and dancing; they lift themselves upward

    As if they were longing the thunder to meet


    
      
    


    The thunder is crashing, the billows are roar- ing,

    And foaming with rage, and they shriek and they gasp

    As they strive with the gale. Now the storm- wind clasps fiercely

    A bevy of waves in his powerful grasp,


    
      
    


    And hurls them, with all his mad strength, in grim fury,

    Against the precipitous cliffs of the rock.

    The emerald masses of water are shattered

    To spray and fine mist by the force of the shock.


    
      
    


    The storm-finch, the bird that resembles dark lightning,

    Is soaring with cries ‘mid the tempest’s fierce breath;

    Like an arrow he pierces the clouds; with his pinions

    He dashes the foam from the billows beneath.


    
      
    


    He darts like a haughty black demon of temp- est,

    In wild exultation that knows no alloy.

    ‘Twixt the sea and the sky he is laughing and sobbing;

    He laughs to the clouds, he is sobbing for joy!


    
      
    


    In the wrath of the thunder, the keen, quick- eared demon

    Has long since detected a note of fatigue.

    He is firm in his faith that the clouds will not cover

    The bright sun for aye, though they stretch league on league.


    
      
    


    The storm-wind is howling, the thunder is roaring;

    With flame blue and lambent the cloud-masses glow

    O’er the fathomless ocean; it catches the light- nings,

    And quenches them deep in its whirlpool below.


    
      
    


    Like serpents of fire in the dark ocean writhing,

    The lightnings reflected there quiver and shake

    As into the blackness they vanish forever.

    The tempest! Now quickly the tempest will break!


    
      
    


    The storm-finch soars fearless and proud ‘mid the lightnings,

    Above the wild waves that the roaring winds fret;

    And what is the prophet of victory saying?

    “Oh, let the storm burst! Fiercer yet — fiercer yet!”
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    The library inside the Gorky museum
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    Translated by Lizzie B. Gorin


    
      
    


    Reminiscences of Anton Chekhov was first published in English in 1921 by B. W. Huebsch in New York. Gorky’s recollections of the famous playwright featured as part of a work that also included writings from Alexander Kuprin and I. A. Bunin. Gorky also wrote about his memories of Leonid Andreyev, and one of Russia’s greatest novelists, Leo Tolstoy. The work he produced about the latter in 1919 received rave reviews from critics that praised Gorky for liberating Tolstoy from the narrow portrayals of his character that had been so prevalent since he first became a celebrated novelist. The author of The Mother was credited with writing a beautiful piece of work that revealed and highlighted aspects of his subject’s personality, which had heretofore received very little attention. Gorky first communicated with Chekhov via letter in 1898 and met a year later in the Crimea. The young writer contacted the great playwright and expressed his immense and profound admiration of him as a literary figure.


    The authors remained in touch, meeting and exchanging correspondence for over six years until Chekhov’s death in 1904. The elder Russian exerted a significant influence on his young compatriot; he offered advice on Gorky’s works and was responsible for suggesting that the emerging author write a play for the Moscow Art Theatre. In 1902 Gorky was elected an honorary Academician of Literature, but due to the novelist’s politics, Tsar Nicholas II demanded that the election be annulled; Chekhov was so incensed by this decision that he left the Academy in protest. During one of their exchanges in September 1899, Chekhov responds to Gorky’s desire to dedicate Foma Gordeyev to him, stating that he was ‘opposed in principle’ to this idea, but that he would consider it an honour in this instance. In the same letter, there is also an example of the playwright offering advice to the young man; he asserted that to improve the novel, Gorky should remove any adverbs and adjectives where possible to help with clarity and avoid diverting the reader’s attention. Reminiscences of Anton Chekhov beautifully demonstrates Gorky’s great admiration and affection for one of the world’s foremost Russian literary talents.
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    Gorky and Chekhov, circa 1900, in Yalta


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    Personal Recollections of Anton Pavlovitch Chekhov


    
      
    


    Note: As a narrative of the visit of the best known of Russian short story writers to another regarded as still greater, the following article has an especial interest. Maxim Gorky has long been popular in this country, and his imprisonment on the charge of conspiracy to overthrow the Government has recently brought him into greater prominence. Chekhov’s stories are now beginning to be translated into English, and since they are much wider in scope and more varied in style than Gorky’s they are likely to find more readers among us. According to Tolstoy Chekhov is the founder of a new school of literature, and his influence will be lastingly felt throughout the world. He was born in 1860, the son of a serf who had freed himself by his own ability. He was educated as a physician in the University of Moscow, and began to write for college journals at the age of nineteen. His death last year is deeply regretted, since he was at the hight of his powers of production and his stories were becoming somewhat more optimistic in tone. The illustrations accompanying this article are all taken from caricatures originally published in Russian newspapers and magazines. The translation is by Lizzie B. Gorin. — EDITOR.


    I BELIEVE that every man when in the presence of Anton Pavlovitch felt the desire of being simpler, truer, more like his natural self, and I observed many times how people threw off the gaudy attire of bookish phrases and all the other cheap finery of high-sounding, bombastic words in which our Russian loves to adorn himself, like the savage in his fish-teeth and shells and feathers, in the foolish desire of aping the Europeans. Anton Pavlovitch heartily disliked fish-teeth and cocks’ feathers. In fact, everything striking, gaudy and foreign donned by some one to “give himself additional importance” irritated and threw him into confusion. And I have noticed that every time he met an overdressed, bombastic person he felt inclined to free him from his burdensome and unnecessary tinsel trappings, which distorted the natural face and living soul of his interlocutor. All his life Anton Pavlovitch lived on the wealth of his soul; he was always his natural self and kept himself internally free, not taking into consideration what others may have expected of him or others of less delicacy demanded for a moment. He disliked conversations on “high” themes — the sort of conversations with which our dear Russian generally loves to amuse himself, forgetting that it is ridiculous to speak of costly clothing which we are to have in the future when at present we are lacking even a decent pair of trousers.


    Himself beautiful and simple, he loved simplicity, reality and sincerity, and he had a special way of making those with whom he came in contact simpler and better.


    I remember that once he was visited by three richly dressed ladies. After filling his rooms with the rustle of their silk skirts and strong perfumery, they decorously seated themselves opposite their host, feigning that they were very much interested in politics, and began to “put questions.”


    “Anton Pavlovitch, with what do you suppose this war will end?”


    Anton Pavlovitch coughed slightly and, after thinking for a moment, replied in his serious, gentle voice:


    “In all probability — in peace.”


    “Well, yes — of course! But who will win? The Greeks or the Turks?”


    “It seems to me that the one who is stronger is sure to win.”


    “And who, in your opinion, is the stronger?” the ladies asked, vying with each other.


    “Those who are more intelligent and better fed.”


    “Oh, how witty!” exclaimed one lady.


    “And whom do you like more, Anton Pavlovitch, the Greeks or the Turks?”


    Anton Pavlovitch looked at her and replied with a kind, gentle smile:


    “I like marmalade — don’t you?”


    “Very!” she exclaimed vivaciously.


    “Of apricots!” sedately corroborated another.


    And the third added with great relish, half closing her eyes: “It has a delicious aroma!”


    And all three began to speak with great animation of marmalade, thereby showing that on this particular question they possessed a splendid erudition and a thorough knowledge of the subject. It was evident that they were glad of the opportunity not to strain their minds in feigning an interest in either Greek or Turk, neither of whom they had ever thought of until the very moment.


    On leaving Anton Pavlovitch they said merrily:


    “We shall send you some nice marmalade!”


    “You have had a nice conversation!” I remarked after they had left.


    “It is necessary that every one should speak his own language,” he laughingly said.


    On another occasion I found with him a young and very handsome assistant district attorney. He was standing before Chekhov and speaking in a very animated way, shaking his curly head:


    “In your story, ‘The Malefactor,’ you have brought before us a very intricate question. If I should acknowledge in Denise Grigorieff an objective vicious will, conscious of the crime he commits, I would feel compelled to put him into jail without the least scruple, because that is what the interests of society demand. But he is a savage; he had committed the crime unconsciously, and I feel sorry for him! But if I should deal with him as with a creature who acted without understanding and therefore treat him with clemency, what guarantee can I give to society, whose interests I am bound to defend, that this Denise will not again meddle with the rails and thereby cause a terrible disaster? This is the question! What, therefore, is to be done?”


    He stopped, threw back his shoulders and stared scrutinizingly into the face of Anton Pavlovitch. He was dressed in a brand new uniform and his breast buttons shone as self-consciously and stupidly as the eyes in the neat little face of the youthful zealot of justice.


    “If I were the judge,” Anton Pavlovitch replied earnestly, “I would acquit Denise.”


    “But on what ground?”


    “I would simply say to him: ‘See here, Denise, you have not yet ripened into the type of a conscious criminal; go and ripen!”


    The jurist laughed, but immediately continued with his former pompous earnestness:


    “No, my revered Anton Pavlovitch. The question you put forth in your story can only be decided in the interest of society, whose life and property I am called upon to defend. Denise is a savage, yes, but at the same time he is also a criminal — this is the truth!”


    “How do you like the gramophone?” Chekhov suddenly asked, very kindly.


    “Oh, very much indeed! It is a wonderful invention,” the youth replied vivaciously.


    “And I cannot bear it!” Anton Pavlovitch sadly confessed.


    “Why?”


    “Because it sings and speaks without feeling anything, and it all comes out like a caricature — dead. Are you interested in photography?”


    It came out that he was a passionate admirer of the photographers’ art and he immediately began to speak of it with great enthusiasm, entirely forgetting the gramophone, tho he had so much in common with that “wonderful invention,” as Chekhov so cleverly and truly observed. And once more I saw peeping from out the uniform a funny little man who as yet felt himself as much at home in the position he occupied in life as a young pup feels at the chase.


    After escorting his guest to the door Anton Pavlovitch said gloomily:


    “And such a pimple on the face of justice is deciding people’s destinies!”


    And after a moment’s silence he added: “It seems to me that district attorneys love to angle fish.”


    He possessed the art of detecting and bring out triviality — an art attainable only to men of very high demands upon life, and which is created only through a passionate desire that people should be simple and beautifully harmonious. Triviality always found in him a keen and cruel judge.


    Some one said in his presence that a certain publisher of a popular magazine, a man who always talked of the necessity of love and mercy toward others, had without any reason insulted a conductor of a railroad and generally treated his subordinates very badly.


    “Well! Is that anything surprising?” said Anton Pavlovitch, frowning and smiling at the same moment. “Is he not an aristocrat — an educated person? Did he not attend the seminary? Has not his father worn bast-shoes and does he not wear patent leather boots?”


    And in the tone in which he pronounced these words was something which at once made the “aristocrat” appear both insignificant and ridiculous.


    “A very talented man!” he once said, speaking of a certain journalist. “He writes so nobly, always, and compassionately — sweetly — sweetly — calls his wife in the presence of strangers a fool — keeps his servants in a damp room and complains that the chambermaid suffers with rheumatism.”


    “Do you like N. N., Anton Pavlovitch?”


    “Yes, very much. A pleasant man,” Chekhov agreed, coughing. “He knows everything — reads much; he swallowed three books of mine. He is very absent-minded. To-day he tells you that you are a splendid fellow, and the very next day he will inform some one that you are cheating your servants out of their wages, and that you have stolen the silk socks from the husband of your mistress — black ones with blue stripes.”


    Some one complained in his presence of the tediousness and heaviness of the “serious” sections of the larger magazines.


    “Do not read the articles,” Anton Pavlovitch persuasively advised. “They are the so-called friendly literature — a literature between comrades. The authors of these articles are Messrs. Krasnov (red), Bielov (white), and Chernov (black). One writes an article, the other objects to it, and the third reconciles the contradictions of both. It looks very much like a game of whist, a dummy for the fourth partner in the game. And not one of the three of them ever asked himself the simple question, why the reader needs all this.


    “Critics are very similar to the gad-flies which are always hindering the horse in his work,” he used to say with the clever smile of his. “The horse plows and strains its every muscle like the strings on a counter-bass; suddenly the gad-fly descends upon his back and begins to tickle him and to buzz, and the poor horse frets and waves his tail. What does the gad-fly buzz about? It hardly knows itself. It simply possesses a restless nature and wants to introduce itself to every one’s notice— ‘know ye that I also am a resident of this globe! As you can well hear, I can even buzz — I can buzz about everything!’ For the last twenty-five years I have been diligently reading what the critics had to say about my stories and I cannot remember to have found one useful indication or one good advice in all these years. Only once Skabichevsky made an impression on me when he wrote that I would ‘die in a drunken state, somewhere under a hedge.’”


    There always lurked in his gray, sad eyes a fine, ironical smile, but at times they could become cold, sharp and hard; at such times his flexible, soulful voice sounded harder, and it seemed to me at such moments that this modest, delicate man would stand up for his rights and defend them against an evilly disposed power, if he should find it necessary, with vigor and strength, to the very last breath.


    At times it seemed to me that there was in his relation to people a feeling of utter hopelessness, something akin to a cold, quiet despair.


    “A Russian is a remarkable being!” he once said to me. “He is very much like a sieve; everything goes through him. In his youth he greedily fills his soul with everything he can lay his hands on and at the age of thirty all that remains of it is a kind of grayish rubbish. To live well, worthy of a human being, one must labor. Work lovingly, faithfully — and with us nobody is able to do this. An architect sits down to the card-table or spends his time in the wings of the theaters as soon as he has succeeded in constructing two or three decent buildings. A doctor as quick as he succeeds in building up a lucrative practice for himself loses all interest in science and never reads anything aside from the ‘News in Therapeutics.’ And at forty he is earnestly convinced that all diseases emanate from chills. I have never yet met an official who to some extent understood the importance of his work. He generally sits at the capital or Government-city and composes papers which are sent to Zmiev or Smargon for execution. But he thinks as little of those whom his papers at Zmiev or Smargon deprive of their freedom as an atheist thinks of the agonies of purgatory. A lawyer, after he once makes a name for himself in a successfully conducted law suit, does not trouble himself any longer with defending just cases; he takes up the defense of rich corporations, plays on the races, eats oysters and represents himself as a connoisseur of fine arts. An actor, after rendering a few decent rôles, gives up studying any further, dons a cylinder hat and proclaims himself a genius. Russia as a whole is a land of greedy, indolent people, who eat much and daintily, drink, love to sleep in the daytime and snore while so occupied. They marry because a wife keeps the house in order, and keep a mistress because it elevates them in the eyes of society. Their psychology is purely canine; if you beat them they hide in their kennels, yelping softly. If you caress them they lie upon their backs with raised paws and a wagging tail.”


    His words sounded cold and contemptuous, fraught with a deep sadness. Despising, he also pitied, and if I happened to rail at some one in his presence Anton Pavlovitch would immediately take up his defense.


    “Don’t! Why should you? And he an old man; he is almost seventy.”


    Or:


    “He is still so young — it is only because of his foolishness.”


    And when he spoke in this way I did not see any aversion in his face.


    In youth triviality seems only ludicrous and insignificant, but it slowly envelops its victim in its grayish mist, penetrates his brain, pollutes his blood like a poison or the fumes of charcoal, and the man soon becomes like an old sign-board eaten through and through with rust; it looks as if something was painted upon it once upon a time, but now it is impossible to distinguish what it was.


    Anton Pavlovitch Chekhov had already shown in his very first stories that he was able to discover in the murky sea of triviality its tragically somber jokes; one has only to read carefully his “humoristic” stories to be convinced how much cruelty and depravity the author saw and hid with modest shame under the exterior of droll and comical situations.


    He was modestly chaste and could not permit himself to say to people loudly and frankly, “Do be more decent!” vainly hoping that they might themselves perceive the necessity of it. Hating everything trivial and dirty, he depicted the abominations of life in the noble and lofty language of a poet and with the gentle, ironical smile of the humorist. And under the beautiful exterior of his stories is hardly noticeable the full bitterness of the reproach conveyed by them.


    Reading, the daughter of the respected public laughs heartily, hardly noticing the disgusting derision of the overfed “Barin” toward a poor, forlorn creature, alone in a foreign land, among strange people and surroundings. And in almost every one of Chekhov’s humoristic stories I hear the same low, deep sigh of a pure, truly human heart, a hopeless sigh of compassion toward people who cannot respect their human dignity and resistlessly obey a brutal power, living like slaves and believing in nothing, aside from the necessity of gulping down every day as much as possible of the fat cabbage-soup, and who feel nothing beside the fear of some one strong and impudent who may fall upon them and give them a sound beating.


    No one understood as keenly and clearly as did Chekhov the tragedy of a petty life, and no one before him so mercilessly and truly depicted to the people the picture of the sad and shameless life they lead in their murky, monotonous, everyday existence.


    His greatest enemy was triviality; he wrestled with it all his life, he laughed at it and wrote about it with an unimpassioned, sharp pen. He could find the moldiness of triviality, even where everything seemed on the first glance to be very well arranged, with comfort and even with certain splendor — and triviality revenged itself upon its worst enemy by playing on the dead a disgustingly vulgar prank by placing his body — the body of a poet — in a car “For the transportation of fresh oysters.”


    That dirty green car seems to me nothing less than the great triumphant grin of triviality over its worn-out enemy, and in the countless “recollections” of the daily press I perceive the hypocritical sorrowfulness beyond which I feel the cold, evil-smelling breath of that same triviality, secretly rejoicing in the early death of its enemy.


    Reading the stories of Anton Pavlovitch Chekhov one feels as on a sad day in late fall, when the air is so transparent and the bare trees, narrow houses and gray looking people are so sharply outlined in it. Everything seems so strange and lonely, motionless and helpless. The deep blue distances are deserted and blend readily with the pale sky, breathing with melancholy cold upon the earth covered with frozen mud. The mind of the author, like the late fall sun, lights up with cruel clearness the broken roads, crooked streets, narrow, dirty houses in which pitiful little people are suffocating with ennui and indolence, filling their houses with a senseless, sleepy bustle.


    Here is “The Little Soul” running uneasily here and there, a dear, gentle little woman who can love so much and so lavishly. She may be stricken in the face and she will not even dare to groan aloud, gentle slave. Side by side with her sadly stands Olga from “The Three Sisters.” She also loves much, and patiently obeys all the caprices of the depraved and vulgar wife of her indolent brother; the lives of her sisters are ruined before her eyes and she weeps and cannot be of any help to anybody. She has not even one vigorous word of protest in her heart against all these iniquities.


    Here is the tearful Ranevskaia and the other former owners of the “Cherry Grove” — egotistical like children and decrepit like old people. They have missed dying at the right time and are whining, not able to comprehend what is happening around them — parasites, without any power of finding a new support for themselves which would keep them alive with its live blood. The insignificant student Trofimov, who can speak so nicely on the necessity of labor, idles away his time, seeking a cure for his ennui in his foolish derision of Varia, who works her fingers to the bone for the benefit of an indolent crew.


    Vershinin dreams of the beautiful life people will lead in three hundred years, without seeing that all around him everything is going to ruin; that under his very eyes Solenoy is ready, from sheer foolishness and out of ennui, to kill the pitiful Baron Tuzendbach.


    Before the eyes of the reader pass an endless file of slaves of love, of foolishness and indolence, of greed of good things of the earth — slaves of a dark fear of life. They walk with a vague fear and fill life with incoherent speeches of the future, feeling that in the present they are out of place.


    At times among the grayish crowd a shout is heard; this means that Ivanov or Treplov at last understood what he ought to do and — died.


    Many of them dream so beautifully of how nice life will be after two hundred years have passed, and no one even thinks of putting to himself the simple question: But who will make that life beautiful if we will spend all our time in idle dreams?


    Past all this crowd of helpless people went a great, wise, attentive man; he looked upon all these tedious inhabitants of the land of his birth and said with a sad smile, in a gentle but reproachful tone, with a hopeless sadness in face and heart, in a beautiful, sincere voice:


    “You live very badly, gentlemen! It is a shame to live so!”


    ST. PETERSBURG, RUSSIA.
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    Leo Tolstoy in Yasnaya Polyana, 1908
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    Leo Tolstoy with Gorky in Yasnaya Polyana, 1900


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    These fragmentary notes were written by me during the period when I lived in Oleise and Leo Nikolaevich at Gaspra in the Crimea. They cover the period of Tolstoy’s serious illness and of his subsequent recovery. The notes were carelessly jetted down on scraps of paper, and I thought I had lost them, but recently I have found some of them. . . . I include here an unfinished letter written by me under the influence of the “going away” of Leo Nikolaevich from Yasnaya Polyana, and of his death. I publish the letter just as it was written at the time and without correcting a single word; and I do not finish it, for somehow or other this is not possible.


    M. GORKY.
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    THE thought which beyond others most often and conspicuously gnaws at him is the thought of God. At moments it seems, indeed, not to be a thought of God. He speaks of it less than he would like, but thinks of it always. It can scarcely be said to be a sign of old age, a presentiment of death — no, I think that it comes from his exquisite human pride, and — a bit — from a sense of humiliation: for, being Leo Tolstoy, it is humiliating to have to submit one’s will to a Streptococcus. If he were a scientist, he would certainly evolve the most ingenious hypotheses, make great discoveries.
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    He has wonderful hands — not beautiful, but knotted with swollen veins, and yet full of a singular expressiveness and the power of creativeness. Probably Leonardo da Vinci had hands like that. With such hands one can do anything. Sometimes, when talking, he will move his fingers, gradually close them into a fist, and then, suddenly opening them, utter a good, full-weight word. He is like a god, not a Sabaoth or Olympian, but the kind of Russian god who “sits on a maple throne under a golden lime tree,” not very majestic, but perhaps more cunning than all the other gods.
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    He treats Sulerzhizky with the tenderness of a woman. For Tchekhov his love is paternal — in this love is the feeling of the pride of a creator. Suler rouses in him just tenderness, a perpetual interest and rapture which never seems to weary the sorcerer. Perhaps, there is something a little ridiculous in this feeling, like the love of an old maid for a parrot, a pug-dog, or a tom-cat. Suler is a fascinatingly wild bird from some strange, unknown land. A hundred men like him could change the face of, as well as the soul of, a provincial town. Its face they would smash and its soul they would fill with a passion for riotous, brilliant, headstrong wildness. One loves Suler easily and gayly, and when I see how carelessly women accept him, they surprise and anger me. Yet under this carelessness is hidden, perhaps, caution. Suler is not reliable. What will he do tomorrow? He may throw a bomb or he may join a troupe of public-house minstrels. He has energy enough for three life-times, and fire of life — so much that he seems to sweat sparks like over-heated iron.
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    Goldenweiser played Chopin, which called forth these remarks from Leo Nikolaevich [Tolstoy]: “A certain German princeling said: ‘Where you want to have slaves, there you should have as much music as possible.’ That’s a true thought, a true observation — music dulls the mind. Especially do the Catholics realize that; our priests, of course, will not reconcile themselves to Mendelssohn in church. A Tula priest assured me that Christ was not a Jew, though the son of the Jewish God and his mother a Jewess — he did admit that, but says he: ‘It’s impossible.’ I asked him: ‘But how then. . . .!’ He shrugged his shoulders and said: ‘That’s just the mystery.’”
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    I remember his saying to me: “An intellectual is like the old Galician prince Vladimirko who, as far back as the twelfth century boldly declared: ‘There are no miracles in our time.’ Six hundred years have passed and all the intellectuals hammer away at each other: ‘There are no miracles, there are no miracles.’ And all the people believe in miracles just as they did in the twelfth century.”
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    “The minority feel the need of God because they have got everything else, the majority because they have nothing.” That was how Tolstoy put it; I would put it differently: The majority believe in God from cowardice, only the few believe in him from fullness of soul.
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    He advised me to read Buddhistic scriptures. Of Buddhism and Christ he always speaks sentimentally. When he speaks about Christ, it is always peculiarly poor — no enthusiasm, no feeling in his words, and no spark of real fire. I think he regards Christ as simple and deserving of pity; and, although at times he admires him, he hardly loves him. It is as though he were uneasy: if Christ came to a Russian village, the girls might laugh at him.
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    To-day the Grand Duke Nikolay Mikhailovich was at Tolstoy’s, evidently a very clever man. His behavior is very modest, he talks little. He has sympathetic eyes and a fine figure, quiet gestures. Leo Nikolaevich smiled caressingly at him, and spoke now French, now English. In Russian he said: “Karamzin wrote for the Tsar, Soloviov long and tediously, and Klutchevsky for his own amusement. Cunning fellow Klutchevsky; at first, you get the impression that he is praising, but as you read on, you see that he is blaming.”


    Some one mentioned Zabielin. Tolstoy’s comment was: ‘He’s nice. An amateur collector; he collects everything whether it is useful or not. He describes food as if he had never had a square meal, but he is very, very amusing.”
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    He reminds me of those pilgrims who all their life long, stick in hand, walk the earth, traveling thousands of miles from one monastery to another, from one saint’s relics to another, terribly homeless and alien to all men and things. The world is not for them, nor God either. They pray to him from habit, and in their secret soul they hate him — why does he drive them over the earth, from one end to the other? What for? People are stumps, roots, stones on the path, one stumbles over them, and sometimes is hurt by them. One can do without them, but it is pleasant sometimes to surprise a man with one’s own unlikeness to him, to show one’s difference from him.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    X


    
      
    


    On one occasion he remarked: “Frederick of Prussia said very truly: ‘Every one must save himself in his own way.’ He also said: ‘Argue as much as you like, but obey.’ But when dying he confessed: ‘I have grown weary of ruling slaves.’ So-called great men are always terribly contradictory: that is forgiven them with all their other follies. Though contradictoriness is not folly: a fool is stubborn, but does not know how to contradict himself. Yes, Frederick was a strange man: among the Germans he won the reputation of being the best king, yet he could not bear them; he disliked even Goethe and Willand.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XI


    
      
    


    “Romanticism comes from the fear of looking straight into the eyes of truth,” he said yesterday with regard to Balmont’s poems. Suler disagreed with him and, lisping with excitement, read very feelingly some more poems.


    “These, Liovushka,” he said, “are not poems, they are charlatanism, rubbish, as people said in the middle ages, a nonsensical stringing together of words. Poetry is artless; when Fet wrote


    I know not myself what I will sing,


    But only my song is ripening,


    he expressed a genuine, real, people’s sense of poetry. The peasant, too, doesn’t know that he’s a poet — oh, oi, ah, and aye — and there comes off a real song, straight from the soul, like a bird’s . These new poets of yours are inventing. There are those silly French things called articles de Paris — well, that’s what your stringers of verses produce. Nekassov’s miserable verses too are invented from beginning to end.”


    “And Béranger?” Suler asked.


    “Béranger — that’s quite different. What’s there in common between the French and us? They are sensualists; the life of the spirit is not as important to them as the flesh. To a Frenchman, woman is everything. They are a worn out, emasculated people. Doctors say that all consumptives are sensualists.”


    Suler began to argue with his peculiar directness, pouring out a random flood of words. Leo Nikolaevich looked at him and said with a broad smile: “You are peevish to-day, like a girl who has reached the age when she should marry but has no lover.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XII


    
      
    


    The illness dried him up still more, burnt something out of him. Inwardly he seemed to become lighter, more transparent, more resigned. His eyes are still keener, his glance piercing. He listens attentively as though recalling something which he has forgotten or as though waiting for something new and unknown. In Yasnaya Polyana he seemed to me a man who knew everything and had nothing more to learn — a man who had settled every question.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XIII


    
      
    


    If he were a fish, he would certainly swim only in the ocean, never coming to the narrow seas, and particularly not to the flat waters of earthly rivers. Around him here there rest or dart hither and thither the little fishes: what he says does not interest them, is not necessary to them, and his silence does not frighten or move them. Yet his silence is impressive, like that of a real hermit driven out from this world. Though he speaks a great deal and as a duty upon certain subjects, his silence is felt to be still greater. Certain things one can not tell to any one. Surely he has some thoughts of which he is afraid.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XIV


    
      
    


    Some one sent him an excellent version of the story of Christ’s godson. He read it aloud with pleasure to Suler, Tchekhov — he read amazingly well. He was especially amused by the devils torturing the landowners. There was something which I did not like in that. He can not be insincere, but, if this be sincere, then it makes it worse.


    Then he said:


    “How well the peasants compose stories. Everything is simple, the words few, and a great deal of feeling. Real wisdom uses few words, for instance, ‘God have mercy on us.”’


    Yet the story is a cruel one.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XV


    
      
    


    His interest in me is ethnological. In his eyes I belong to a species not familiar to him — only that.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XVI


    
      
    


    I read my story, “The Bull,” to him. He laughed much, and praised my knowledge of “the tricks of the language.”


    “But your treatment of words is not skilful; all your peasants speak cleverly. In actual life what they say is silly and incoherent, and at first you can not make out what a peasant wants to say. That is done deliberately; under the silliness of their words is always concealed a desire to allow the other person to show what is in his mind. A good peasant will never show at once what is in his own mind: it is not profitable. He knows that people approach a stupid man frankly and directly, and that’s the very thing he wants. You stand revealed before him, and he at once sees all your weak points. He is suspicious; he is afraid to tell his inmost thoughts even to his wife. But with your peasants in every story, everything is revealed: it’s a universal council of wisdom. And they all speak in aphorisms; that’s not true to life either; aphorisms are not natural to the Russian language.”


    “What about sayings and proverbs?”


    “That’s a different thing. They are not of to-day’s manufacture.”


    “But you yourself often speak in aphorisms.”


    “Never. There again you touch everything up, people as well as nature — especially people. So did Lieskov, an affected, finicky writer whom nobody reads now. Don’t let any one influence you, fear no one, and then you’ll be all right.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XVII


    
      
    


    In his diary which he gave me to read, I was struck by a strange aphorism: “God is my desire.”


    To-day on returning him the book, I asked him what it meant.


    “An unfinished thought,” he said, glancing at the page and screwing up his eyes. “I must have wanted to say: God is my desire to know him. . . . No, not that . . . .” He began to laugh and, rolling up the book into a tube, he put it into the big pocket of his blouse. With God he has very suspicious relations; they sometimes remind me of the relation of “two bears in one den.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XVIII


    
      
    


    Of science he said: “Science is a bar of gold made by a charlatan alchemist. You want to simplify it, to make it accessible to all: you find that you have coined a lot of false coins. When the people realize the real value of these coins, they won’t thank you.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XIX


    
      
    


    We walked in the Yussopor Park. He spoke superbly about the customs of the Moscow aristocracy. A big Russian peasant woman was working on the flower-bed, bent at right angles, showing her ivory legs, shaking her heavy breasts. He looked at her attentively.


    “It is those caryatides who have kept all that magnificence and extravagance going. Not only by the labor of peasant men and women, not only by the taxes they pay, but in the literal sense by their blood. If the aristocracy had not from time to time mated with such horse-women as she, they would have died out long ago. It is impossible with impunity to waste one’s strength as the young men of my time did. But after sowing their wild oats, many married serf-girls and produced a good breed. In that way, too, the peasant’s strength saved them. That strength is everywhere in place. Half the aristocracy always has to spend its strength on itself, and the other half to dilute itself with peasant blood and thus diffuse the peasant blood a little. It’s useful.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XX


    
      
    


    Of women he talks readily and much, like a French novelist, but always with the coarseness of a Russian peasant. Formerly it used to affect me unpleasantly. To-day in the Almond Park he asked Anton Tchekhov:


    “You whored a great deal when you were young?”


    Anton Pavlovich, with a confused smile, and pulling at his little beard, muttered something inaudible and Leo Nikolaevich, looking at the sea, confessed:


    “I was an indefatigable . . .”


    He said this penitently, using at the end of the sentence a salty peasant word. And I noticed for the first time how simply he used these words, as though he knew no more fitting ones to use. Coming from his shaggy lips, they sound simple and natural and lose their soldierly coarseness and filth. I remember my first meeting with him and his talk about Varienka Oliessova and “Twenty-six and One.” From the ordinary point of view what he said was a string of indecent words. I was perplexed by it and even offended. I thought that he considered me incapable of understanding any other kind of language. I understand now: it was silly to have felt offended.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XXI


    
      
    


    He sat on the stone bench in the shade of the cypresses, looking very lean, small, and gray, and yet resembling Jehovah Sabaoth who is a little tired and is amusing himself by trying to whistle in tune with a chaffinch. The bird sang in the darkness of the thick foliage: he peered up at it, screwing up his sharp little eyes and, pursing his lips like a child, he whistled incompetently.


    “What a furious little creature! It’s in a rage. What bird is it?”


    I told him about the chaffinch and its characteristic jealousy.


    “All life long one song,” he said, “and yet jealous. Man has a thousand songs in his heart and is yet blamed for jealousy; is it fair?” He spoke musingly, as though asking himself questions. “There are moments when a man says to a woman more than she ought to know about him. He speaks and forgets, but she remembers. Perhaps jealousy comes from the fear of degrading one’s soul, of being humiliated and ridiculous? Not that a woman is dangerous who holds a man by his lusts but she who holds him by his soul . . . .”


    When I pointed out the contradiction in this with his “Kreutzer Sonata,” the radiance of a sudden smile beamed through his beard and he said:


    “I am not a chaffinch.”


    In the evening while walking, he suddenly said:


    “Man survives earthquakes, epidemics, the horrors of disease, and all the agonies of the soul, but for all time his most tormenting tragedy has been, is, and will be — the tragedy of the bedroom.”


    Saying this, he smiled triumphantly: at times, he has the broad calm smile of a man who has overcome something extremely difficult or from whom some sharp, long-gnawing pain has lifted suddenly. Every thought burrows into his soul like a tick; he either tears it out at once, or allows it to have its fill of his blood, and then, when full, it just drops off of itself.


    He read to Suler and me a variant of the scene of the fall of “Father Sergius” — a merciless scene. Suler pouted and fidgeted uneasily.


    “What’s the matter? Don’t you like it?” Leo Nikolaevich asked.


    “It’s too brutal, as though from Dostoievsky. She is a filthy girl, and her breasts like pancakes, and all that. Why didn’t he sin with a beautiful, healthy woman?”


    “That would be sin without justification; as it is, there is justification in pity for the girl. Who could desire her as she is?”


    “I can not make it out . . . .”


    “There’s a great deal, Liovushka, which you can’t make out: you’re not shrewd . . . .”


    There came in Andrey Lvovich’s wife and the conversation was interrupted. As she and Suler went out, Leo Nikolaevich said to me: “Leopold is the purest man I know. He is like that: if he did something bad, it would be out of pity for some one.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XXII


    
      
    


    He talks most of God, of peasants, and of woman. Of literature rarely and little, as though literature were something alien to him. Woman, in my opinion, he regards with implacable hostility and loves to punish her, unless she be a Kittie or Natasha Rostov, i. e., a creature not too narrow. It is the hostility of the male who has not succeeded in getting all the pleasure he could, or it is the hostility of spirit against “the degrading impulses of the flesh.” But it is hostility, and cold as in “Anna Karenin.” Of “the degrading impulses of the flesh” he spoke well on Sunday in a conversation with Tchekhov and Yelpatievsky about Rousseau’s “Confession.” Suler wrote down what he said, and later, while preparing coffee, burnt it in the spirit-lamp. Once before he burnt Leo Nikolaevich’s opinions on Ibsen, and he also lost the notes of the conversation in which Leo Nikolaevich said very pagan things on the symbolism of the marriage ritual, agreeing to a certain extent with V. V. Rosanov.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XXIII


    
      
    


    In the morning some “stundists” came to Tolstoy from Feodosia, and to-day all day long he spoke about peasants with rapture.


    At lunch: “They came both so strong and fleshy; says one: ‘Well, we’ve come uninvited,’ and the other says: ‘With God’s help, we shall leave unbeated.’” And he broke out into child-like laughter, shaking all over.


    After lunch, on the terrace: “We shall soon cease completely to understand the language of the people. Now we say ‘the theory of progress,’ ‘the rôle of the individual in history,’ ‘the evolution of science’; and a peasant says: ‘You can’t hide an awl in a sack’; and all theories, histories, evolutions become pitiable and ridiculous, because they are incomprehensible and unnecessary to the people. But the peasant is stronger than we; he is more tenacious of life, and there may happen to us what happened to the tribe of Atzurs, of whom it was reported to a scholar: ‘All the Atzurs have died out, but there is a parrot here who knows a few words of their language.’”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XVIV


    
      
    


    “With her body, woman is more sincere than man; but with her mind, she lies. And when she lies, she does not believe herself; but Rousseau lied and believed his lies.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XXV


    
      
    


    Dostoievsky described one of his mad characters as living and taking vengeance on himself and others because he had served a cause in which he did not believe. He wrote that about himself; that is, he could have said the same of himself.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XXVI


    
      
    


    “Some of the words used in church are amazingly obscure: what meaning is there, for instance, in the words: ‘The earth is God’s and the fullness thereof.’ That is not Holy Scripture, but a kind of popular scientific materialism.”


    “But you explained the words somewhere,” said Suler.


    “Many things are explained. . . . ‘An explanation does not go up to the hilt.’”


    And he gave a cunning little smile.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XXVII


    
      
    


    He likes putting difficult and malicious questions:


    What do you think of yourself?


    Do you love your wife?


    Do you think my son, Leo, has talent?


    How do you like Sophie Andreyavna? [Tolstoy’s wife].


    To lie to him is impossible.


    Once he asked: “Are you fond of me, Alexey Maximovitch?”


    This is the maliciousness of a “bogatyr” [a hero in Russian legend, brave but wild and self-willed, like a child]: Vaska Buslayev played just such pranks in his youth, mischievous fellow. He is experimenting, all the time testing something, as if he were going to fight. It is interesting, but not much to my liking. He is the devil, and I am still a babe, and he should leave me alone.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XXVIII


    
      
    


    Perhaps peasant to him means merely — bad smell. He always feels it, and involuntarily has to talk of it.


    Last night I told him of my battle with General Kornet’s wife; he laughed until he cried and he got a pain in his side and groaned and kept on crying out in a thin scream:


    “With the shovel! On the bottom with the shovel, eh? Right on the bottom! Was it a broad shovel?”


    Then, after a pause, he said seriously: “It was generous in you to strike her like that; any other man would have struck her on the head for that. Very generous! You understood that she wanted you?”


    “I don’t remember. I hardly think that I can have understood.”


    “Well now! But it’s obvious. Of course she wanted you.”


    “I did not live for that then.”


    “Whatever you may live for, it’s all the same. You are evidently not much of a lady’s man. Any one else in your place would have made his fortune out of the situation, would have become a landed proprietor and have ended by making one of a pair of drunkards.”


    After a silence: “You are funny — don’t be offended — very funny. And it’s very strange that you should still be good-natured when you might well be spiteful. . . . Yes, you might well be spiteful. . . . You’re strong . . . that’s good . . . .”


    And after another silence, he added thoughtfully: “Your mind I don’t understand — it’s a very tangled mind — but your heart is sensible . . . yes, a sensible heart.”


    Note:


    When I lived in Kazan, I entered the service of General Kornet’s wife as doorkeeper and gardener. She was a French-woman, a general’s widow, a young woman, fat and with the tiny feet of a little girl. Her eyes were amazingly beautiful, restless and always greedily alert. Before her marriage she was, I think, a huckstress or cook or, possibly, even a woman of the town. She would get drunk early in the morning and come out in the yard or garden dressed only in a chemise with an orange-colored gown over it, in Tartar slippers made of red morocco, and on her head a mane of thick hair. Her hair, carelessly done, hung about her red cheeks and shoulders. A young witch! She used to walk about the garden, humming French songs and watching me work, and every now and then she would go to the kitchen window and call: —


    “Pauline, give me something.”


    “Something” always meant the same thing — a glass of wine with ice in it.


    In the basement of her house there lived three young ladies, the princesses D. G., whose mother was dead and whose father, a commissariat General, had gone off elsewhere. General Kornet’s widow took a dislike to the girls and tried to get rid of them by doing every kind of offensive thing to them. She spoke Russian badly, but swore superbly, like an expert drayman. I very much disliked her attitude towards these harmless girls — they looked so sad, frightened, and defenceless. One afternoon, two of them were walking in the garden when suddenly the General’s widow appeared, drunk as usual, and began to shout at them to drive them out of the garden. They began walking silently away, but the General’s widow stood in the gateway, completely blocking it with her body like a cork, and started swearing at them and using Russian words like a regular drayman. I asked her to stop swearing and let the girls go out, but she shouted: —


    “You, I know you! You get through their window at night.”


    I was angry, and, taking her by the shoulders, pushed her away from the gate; but she broke away and, facing me, quickly undid her dress, lifted up her chemise, and shouted:


    “I’m nicer than those rats.”


    Then I lost my temper. I took her by the neck, turned her round, and struck her with my shovel below the back, so that she skipped out of the gate and ran across the yard, crying out three times in great surprise: “O! O! O!”


    After that, I got my passport from her confidante, Pauline — also a drunken but very wily woman — took my bundle under my arm, and left the place; and the General’s widow, standing at the window with a red shawl in her hand, shouted: —


    “I won’t call the police — it’s all right — listen — come back — don’t be afraid.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XXIX


    
      
    


    I asked him: “Do you agree with Poznyshiev [in ‘Kreutzer Sonata’] when he says that doctors have destroyed and are destroying thousands and hundreds of thousands of people?”


    “Are you very anxious to know?”


    “Very.”


    “Then I shan’t tell you.”


    And he smiled, playing with his thumbs.


    I remember in one of his stories he makes a comparison between a quack village “vet.” and a doctor of medicine:


    “The words ‘giltchak,’ ‘potchetchny,’ ‘blood-letting’ [words used by quack ‘vets.’ for the diseases of horses], are not they precisely the same as nerves, rheumatism, organisms, etc.?”


    And this was written after Jenner, Behring, Pasteur. It is perversity!


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XXX


    
      
    


    How strange that he is so fond of playing cards. He plays seriously, passionately. His hands become nervous when he takes the cards up, exactly as if he were holding live birds instead of inanimate pieces of cardboard.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XXXI


    
      
    


    “Dickens said a very clever thing: ‘Life is given to us on the definite understanding that we boldly defend it to the last.’ On the whole, he was a sentimental, loquacious, and not very clever writer, but he knew how to construct a novel as no one else could, certainly better than Balzac. Some one has said: ‘Many are possessed by the passion for writing books, but few are ashamed of them afterwards.’ Balzac was not ashamed, nor was Dickens, and both of them wrote quite a number of bad books. Still, Balzac is a genius. Or at any rate, the thing which you can only call genius . . . .”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XXXII


    
      
    


    Sometimes he seems to be conceited and intolerant like a Volga preacher, and this is terrible in a man who is the sounding bell of this world. Yesterday he said to me:


    “I am more of a mouzhik than you and I feel better in a mouzhik way.”


    God, he ought not to boast of it, he must not!


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XXXIII


    
      
    


    I read him some scenes from my play, “The Lower Depths”; he listened attentively and then asked: “Why do you write that?”


    I explained as best I could.


    “One always notices that you jump like a cock on to everything. And more — you always want to paint all the grooves and cracks over with your own paint. You remember that Andersen says: ‘The gilt will come off and the pigskin will remain,’ just as our peasants say: ‘Everything will pass away, the truth alone will remain.’ You’d much better not put the plaster on, for you yourself will suffer for it later. Again, your language is very skilful, with all kinds of tricks — that’s no good. You ought to write more simply; people speak simply, even incoherently, and that’s good. A peasant doesn’t ask: ‘Why is a third more than a fourth, if four is always more than three,’ as one learned young lady asked. No tricks please.”


    He spoke irritably; clearly he disliked very much what I had read to him. And after a silence, looking over my head, he said gloomily:


    “Your old man is not sympathetic, one does not believe in his goodness. The actor is all right, he’s good. You know ‘Fruits of Enlightenment’? My cook there is rather like your actor. Writing plays is difficult. But your prostitute also came off well, they must be like that. Have you known many of them?”


    “I used to.”


    “Yes, one can see that. Truth always shows itself. Most of what you say comes out of yourself, and therefore you have no characters, and all your people have the same face. I should think you don’t understand women; they don’t come off with you. One does not remember them . . . .”


    At this moment A. L.’s wife came in and called us to come to tea, and he got up and went out very quickly as if he were glad to end the conversation.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XXXIV


    
      
    


    “What is the most terrible dream you have ever had?” Tolstoy asked me.


    I rarely have dreams and remember them badly, but two have remained in my memory and probably will for the rest of my life.


    I dreamt once that I saw the sky scrofulous, putrescent, greenish-yellow, and the stars in it were round, flat, without rays, without luster, like scabs on the skin of a diseased person. And there glided across this putrescent sky slowly reddish forked lightning, rather like a snake, and when it touched a star, the star swelled up into a ball and burst noiselessly, leaving behind it a darkish spot, like a little smoke; and then the spot vanished quickly in the bleared and liquid sky. Thus all the stars one after another burst and perished and the sky, growing darker and more horrible, at last whirled upwards, bubbled, and, bursting into fragments, began to fall on my head in a kind of cold jelly, and in the spaces between the fragments there appeared a shiny blackness as though of iron.


    Leo Nikolaevich said: “Now that comes from a learned book; you must have read something on astronomy; hence the nightmare. And the other dream?”


    The other dream: a snowy plain, smooth like a sheet of paper; no hillock, no tree, no bush anywhere, only — barely visible — a few rods poked out from under the snow. And across the snow of this dead desert from horizon to horizon, there stretched a yellow strip of a hardly distinguishable road, and over the road there marched slowly a pair of gray felt top boots — empty.


    He raised his shaggy, werewolf eyebrows, looked at me intently and thought for a while.


    “That’s terrible. . . . Did you really dream that; you didn’t invent it? But there’s something bookish in it also.”


    And suddenly he got angry, and said, irritably, sternly, rapping his knee with his finger: “But you’re not a drinking man? It’s unlikely that you ever drank much. And yet there’s something drunken in these dreams. There was a German writer, Hoffmann, who dreamt that card tables ran about the street and all that sort of thing, but then he was a drunkard — a ‘calaholic,’ as our literate coachmen say. Empty boots marching — that’s really terrible. Even if you did invent it, it’s good. Terrible!”


    Suddenly he gave a broad smile, so that even his cheek bones beamed: “And imagine this: suddenly, in the Tverskaya Street, there runs a card table with its curved legs, its boards clap-clap, raising a chalky dust, and you can even still see the numbers on the green cloth — excise clerks playing whist on it for three days and nights on end — the table could not bear it any longer and ran away.”


    He laughed and then, probably noticing that I was a little hurt by his distrust of me:


    “Are you hurt because I thought your dreams bookish? Don’t be annoyed; sometimes, I know, one invents something without being aware of it, something which one can not believe, which can’t possibly be believed, and then one imagines that one dreamt it and did not invent it at all. There was a story which an old landowner told: he dreamt that he was walking in a wood and came out of it onto a steppe. On the steppe he saw two hills which suddenly turned into a woman’s breasts, and between them rose up a black face which instead of eyes had two moons like white spots. The old man dreamt that he was standing between the woman’s legs, in front of him a deep dark ravine which sucked him in. After the dream his hair began to grow gray and his hands to tremble, and he went abroad to Doctor Kneipp to take a water cure. But really he must have seen something of the kind — he was a dissolute fellow.”


    He patted me on the shoulder.


    “But you are neither a drunkard nor dissolute — how do you come to have such dreams?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “We know nothing about ourselves.”


    He sighed, screwed up his eyes, thought for a bit, and then added in a low voice: “We know nothing.”


    This evening, during our walk, he took my arm and said: —


    “The boots are marching — terrible, eh? Quite empty — tiop, tiop — and the snow scrunching. Yes, it’s good; but you are very bookish, very. Don’t be cross, but it’s bad and will stand in your way.”


    I am scarcely more bookish than he, and at the time I thought him a cruel rationalist despite all his pleasant little phrases.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XXXV


    
      
    


    At times he gives one the impression of having just arrived from some distant country, where people think and feel differently and their relations and language are different. He sits in a corner tired and gray, as though the dust of another earth were on him, and he looks attentively at everything with the look of a foreigner or of a dumb man. Yesterday, before dinner, he came into the drawing-room, just like that, his thoughts far away. He sat down on the sofa, and, after a moment’s silence, suddenly said, swaying his body a little, rubbing the palm of his hand on his knee, and wrinkling up his face:


    “Still that is not all — not all.”


    Some one, always stolidly stupid as a flat-iron, asked: “What do you say?”


    He looked at him fixedly, and then, bending forward and looking onto the terrace where I was sitting with Doctor Nikitin and Yelpatievsky, he said: “What are you talking about?”


    “Plehve.”


    “Plehve . . . Plehve . . .” he repeated musingly after a pause, as though he heard the name for the first time. Then he shook himself, like a bird, and asked with a faint smile:


    “To-day from early morning I have had a silly thing running in my head; some one once told me that he saw the following epitaph in a cemetery:


    ‘Beneath this stone there rests Ivan Yegovner;

    A tanner by trade, he always wetted hides.

    His work was honest, his heart good, but, behold,

    He passed away leaving his business to his wife.

    He was not yet old and might still have done a lot of work

    But God took him away to the life of paradise on the night

    Friday to Saturday in Passion week — —’


    
      
    


    and something like that . . . .” He was silent, and then, nodding his head and smiling faintly, added: “In human stupidity, when it is not malicious, there is something very touching, even beautiful. . . . There always is.”


    They called us to come to dinner.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    XXXVI


    
      
    


    “I do not like people when they are drunk, but I know some who become interesting when they are tipsy, who acquire what is not natural to them in their sober state; wit, beauty of thought, alertness, and richness of language. In such cases I am ready to bless wine.”


    Suler tells how he was once walking with Leo Nikolaevich in Tverskaya Street when Tolstoy noticed in the distance two soldiers of the Guards. The metal of their accoutrements shone in the sun; their spurs jingled; they kept step like one man; their faces, too, shone with the self-assurance of strength and youth. Tolstoy began to grumble at them: “What pompous stupidity! Like animals trained by the whip . . . .”


    But when the guardsmen came abreast with him, he stopped, followed them caressingly with his eyes, and said enthusiastically: “How handsome! Old Romans, eh, Liovushka? Their strength and beauty! O Lord! How charming it is when man is handsome, how very charming!”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    A LETTER


    
      
    


    I HAVE just posted a letter to you — telegrams have arrived telling of “Tolstoy’s flight,” and now, once more, one with you in thought I write again.


    Probably all I want to say about the news will seem to you confused, perhaps even harsh and ill-tempered, but you will forgive me. I am feeling as though I had been gripped by the throat and nearly strangled.


    I had many long conversations with him; when he was living at Gaspra in the Crimea I often went to him and he liked coming to me; I have studied his books lovingly; it seems to me that I have the right to say what I think of him even if it be bold and differ widely from the general opinion. I know as well as others that no man is more worthy than he of the name of genius; no one was more complicated, contradictory, and great in everything — yes, in everything. Great, in some curious sense, broad, indefinable by words, there is something in him which made me desire to cry aloud to every one: “Look what a wonderful man is living on the earth!” For he is, so to say, universally and above all, a man, a man of mankind.


    But what always repelled me in him was that stubborn despotic inclination to turn the life of Count Leo Nikolaevich [Tolstoy] into “the saintly life of our blessed father, boyard Leo.”


    As you know, he had for long intended to suffer; he expressed his regret to E. Soloviov, and to Suler, that he had not succeeded; but he wanted to suffer simply, not out of a natural desire to test the resistance of his will, but with the obvious and, I repeat, the despotic intention of increasing the influence of his religious ideas, the weight of his teaching, in order to make his preaching irresistible, to make it holy in the eyes of man through his suffering; to force them to accept it — you understand, to force them. For he realized that that preaching is not sufficiently convincing; in his diary you will, some day, read good examples of skepticism applied by him to his own preaching and personality. He knows that “martyrs and sufferers, with rare exceptions, are despots and tyrants” — he knows everything! — and yet he says to himself, “Were I to suffer for my ideas, they would have a greater influence.” It was this in him that always repelled me, for I can not help feeling that it was an attempt to use violence upon me, a desire to get hold of my conscience, to dazzle it with the glory of righteous blood, to put upon my neck the yoke of a dogma.


    He always greatly exalted immortality on the other side of this life, but he preferred it on this side. A writer, national in the truest and most complete sense, he embodied in his great soul all the defects of his nation, all the mutilations we have suffered by the ordeals of our history; his misty preaching of “non-activity,” of “non-resistance to evil,” the doctrine of passivism, all this is the unhealthy ferment of the old Russian blood, envenomed by Mongolian fatalism and almost chemically hostile to the West with its untiring creative labor, with its active and indomitable resistance to the evils of life. What is called Tolstoy’s “anarchism,” essentially and fundamentally expresses our Slav anti-Stateism, which, again, is really a national characteristic, ingrained in our flesh from old times, our desire to scatter nomadically. Up to now we have indulged that desire passionately, as you and every one else know. We Russians know it too, but we always break away along the line of least resistance; we see that this is pernicious, but still we crawl further and further away from one another; and these mournful cockroach journeyings are called “the history of Russia,” the history of a State which has been established almost incidentally, mechanically — to the surprise of the majority of its honest-minded citizens — by the forces of the Variags, Tartars, Baltic Germans, and petty officials. To their surprise, I say, because all the time we have been “scattering”; and only when we reached places beyond which we could find nothing worse — when we could go no further — well, then we stopped and settled down. This is the destiny to which we are doomed, to settle in the snows and marches, by the side of the wild Erza, Tchood, Mervey, Vess and Muroma.


    Yet men arose among us who realized that light must come to us not from the East but from the West, and now he, Leo Nikolaevich, the crown of our ancient history, wishes, consciously or unconsciously, to stretch himself like a vast mountain across our nation’s path to Europe, to the active life which sternly demands of men the supreme effort of their spiritual forces. His attitude towards science, too, is certainly national; one sees magnificently reflected in him the old, Russian village-skepticism which comes from ignorance. Everything is national in him and all his preaching is a reaction from the past, an atavism which we had already begun to shake off and overcome.


    Think of his letter “The Intelligensia, the State, the People” written in 1905 — what a pernicious, malignant thing it is! You can hear in it the sectarian’s “I told you so.” I wrote an answer to him at the time, based on his own words to me, that he had long since forfeited the right to speak of and on behalf of the Russian people; for I am a witness of his lack of desire to listen to and understand the people who came to talk to him soul to soul. My letter was bitter, and in the end I did not send it to him.


    Well, now he is probably making his last assault in order to give to his ideas the highest possible significance. Like Vassily Buslayer, he usually loved these assaults, but always so that he might assert his holiness and obtain a halo. That is dictatorial, although his teaching is justified by the ancient history of Russia and by his own sufferings of genius. Holiness is attained by flirting with sin, by subduing the will to live. People do desire to live, but he tries to persuade them: “That’s all nonsense, our earthly life.” It is very easy to persuade a Russian of this; he is a lazy creature who loves beyond anything else to find an excuse for his own inactivity. On the whole, of course, a Russian is not a Platon Karatayev, nor an Akim, nor a Bezonkhy, nor a Neklyudov; all these men were created by history and nature, not exactly on Tolstoy’s pattern, he only improved on them in order more thoroughly to support his teaching. But, undeniably, Russia as a whole is — Tiulin above and Oblomov below. For the Tiulin above look at the year 1905, and for the Oblomov below look at Count A. N. Tolstoy, at Bunin, at every one round about you. Beasts and swindlers — we can leave them out of consideration, though our beast is exceedingly national (what a filthy coward he is, for all his cruelty); swindlers, of course, are international.


    In Leo Nikolaevich there is much which at time roused in me a feeling very like hatred, and this hatred fell upon my soul with crushing weight. His disproportionately overgrown individuality is a monstrous phenomenon, almost ugly, and there is in him something of Sviatogor, the bogatyr, whom the earth can’t hold. Yes, he is great. I am deeply convinced that beyond all that he speaks of, there is much which he is silent about, even in his diary; he is silent and probably will never tell it to any one. That “something” only occasionally and in hints slipped through into his conversation, and hints of it are also to be found in the two note-books of his diary which he gave me and L. A. Sulerzhizky to read; it seems to me a kind of “negation of all affirmations,” the deepest and most evil nihilism which has sprung from the soil of an infinite and unrelieved despair, from a loneliness which probably no one but he has experienced with such terrifying clearness. I have often thought him to be a man who in the depths of his soul is stubbornly indifferent to people; he is so much above and beyond them that they seem to him like midges and their activities ridiculous and miserable. He has gone too far away from them into some desert; and there, solitary, with the highest effort of all the force of his spirit, he closely examines into “the most essential,” into death.


    A hero in Russian legend, brave but wild and self-willed, like a child. — MAXIM GORKY.


    All his life he feared and hated death, all his life there throbbed in his soul the “Arsamaxian terror” — must he die? The whole world, all the earth looks towards him; from China, India, America, from everywhere living, throbbing threads stretch out to him; his soul is for all and forever. Why should not nature make an exception to her law, give to one man physical immortality? Why not? He is certainly too rational and sensible to believe in miracles, but on the other hand he is a bogatyr, an explorer; and, like a young recruit, wild and headstrong from fear, and despair in fact, of the unknown barrack. I remember, in Gaspra he read Leo Shestov’s book “Good and Evil in the Teaching of Nietzsche and Tolstoy,” and, when Anton Tchekhov remarked that he did not like the book, Tolstoy said: “I thought it amusing. It’s written swaggeringly, but it’s all right and interesting. I’m sure I like cynics when they are sincere.” Then he said: “Truth is not wanted; quite true, what should he want truth for? For he will die all the same.”


    And evidently seeing that his words had not been understood, he added with a quick smile:


    “If a man has learnt to think, no matter what he may think about, he is always thinking of his own death. All philosophers were like that. And what truths can there be, if there is death?”


    He went on to say that truth is the same for all — love of God. But on this subject he spoke coldly and wearily. After lunch on the terrace he took up Shestov’s book again and finding the passage: “Tolstoy, Dostoievsky, Nietzsche could not live without an answer to their questions, and for them any answer was better than none,” he laughed and said:


    “What a daring coiffeur, he says straight out that I deceived myself, and that means that I deceived others too. That is the obvious conclusion . . .”


    “Why coiffeur?” asked Suler.


    “Well,” he answered thoughtfully, “it just came into my mind that he is fashionable, chic, and I remembered the coiffeur from Moscow at a wedding of his peasant uncle in the village. He has the finest manners and he dances fashionably, and so he despises every one.”


    I repeat this conversation, I think, almost literally; it is most memorable for me, and I even wrote it down at the time, as I did many other things which struck me. Sulerzhizky and I wrote down many things which Tolstoy said, but Suler lost his notes when he came to me at Arsamas; he was habitually careless and although he loved Leo Nikolaevich like a woman, he behaved towards him rather strangely, almost like a superior. I have also mislaid my notes somewhere and can not find them; some one in Russia must have got them. I watched Tolstoy very attentively, because I was looking for — I am still looking for and will until my death — a man with an active and a living faith. And also because once Anton Tchekhov, speaking of our lack of culture, complained:


    “Goethe’s words were all recorded, but Tolstoy’s thoughts are being lost in the air. That, my dear fellow, is intolerably Russian. After his death they will all bestir themselves, will begin to write reminiscences, and will lie.”


    But to return to Shestov. “It is impossible,” he says, “to live looking at horrible ghosts, but how does he know whether it’s horrible or not? If he knew, if he saw ghosts, he would not write this nonsense, but would do something serious, what Buddha did all his life.”


    Some one remarked that Shestov was a Jew.


    “Hardly,” said Leo Nikolaevich doubtfully. “No, he is not like a Jew; there are no disbelieving Jews, you can’t name one . . . no.”


    It seemed sometimes as though this old sorcerer were playing with death, coquetting with her, trying somehow to deceive her, saying: “I am not afraid of thee, I love thee, I long for thee,” and at the same time, peering at death with his keen little eyes: “What art thou like? What follows thee hereafter? Wilt thou destroy me altogether, or will something in me go on living?”


    A strange impression used to be produced by his words: “I am happy, I am very happy, I am too happy.” And then immediately afterwards: “To suffer.” To suffer — that too was true in him, I don’t doubt it for a second, that he, only half convalescent, would have been really glad to be put into prison, to be banished, in a word to embrace a martyr’s crown. Would not martyrdom probably in some measure justify death, make her more understandable, acceptable, from the external, from the formal point of view? But he was never happy, never and nowhere, I am certain of that: neither “in the books of wisdom,” nor “on the back of a horse,” nor “in the arms of a woman” did he experience the full delights of “earthly paradise.” He is too rational for that and knows life and people too well. Here are some more of his words:


    “The Kaliph Abdurahman had during his life fourteen happy days, but I am sure I have not had so many. And this is because I have never lived — I can not live — for myself, for my own self; I live for show, for people.”


    When we left, Anton Tchekhov said to me: “I don’t believe that he was never happy.” But I believe it. He was not. Though it is not true that he lived for show. Yes, what he himself did not need, he gave to people as though they were beggars; he liked to compel them, to compel them to read, walk, be vegetarians, love the peasants, and believe in the infallibility of the rational-religious reflections of Leo Tolstoy. People must be given something which will either satisfy or amuse them, and then let them be off. Let them leave a man in peace, to his habitual, tormenting, and sometimes cozy loneliness facing the bottomless pit of the problem of “the essential.”


    All Russian preachers, with the exception of Avvakum and perhaps Tikhon Zadonsky, are cold men, for they did not possess an active and living faith. When I was writing Luka in “The Lower Depths,” I wanted to describe an old man like that: he is interested in “every solution” but not in people; coming inevitably in contact with them, he consoles them, but only in order that they may leave him in peace. And all the philosophy, all the preaching of such men is alms bestowed by them with a veiled aversion, and there sounds behind their preaching words which are beggarly and melancholy: “Get out! Love God or your neighbor, but get out! Curse God, love the stranger, but leave me alone! Leave me alone, for I am a man and I am doomed to death.”


    Alas, so it is and so it will be. It could not and can not be otherwise, for men have become worn out, exhausted, terribly separated, and they are all chained to a loneliness which dries up the soul. If Leo Nikolaevich had had a reconciliation with the Church, it would not have at all surprised me. The thing would have had a logic of its own; all men are equally insignificant, even archbishops. In fact, it would not have been a reconciliation, strictly speaking; for him personally the act would have been only logical: “I forgive those who hate me.” It would have been a Christian act, and behind it there would have hidden a quick, ironical little smile, which would be understood as the way in which a wise man retaliates on the fools.


    What I write is not what I want to say; I can not express it properly. There is a dog howling in my soul, and I have a foreboding of some misfortune. Yes, newspapers have just arrived and it is already clear: you at home are beginning to “create a legend”; idlers and good-for-nothings have gone on living and have now produced a saint. Only think how pernicious it is for the country just at this moment, when the heads of disillusioned men are bowed down, the souls of the majority empty, and the souls of the best full of sorrow. Lacerated and starving they long for a legend. They long so much for alleviation of pain, for the soothing of torment. And they will create just what he desires, but what is not wanted — the life of a holy man and saint.


    But surely he is great and holy because he is a man, a madly and tormentingly beautiful man; a man of the whole of mankind. I am somehow contradicting myself in this, but it does not matter. He is a man seeking God, not for himself, but for men, so that God may leave him, the man, alone in the peace of the desert chosen by him. He gave us the Gospels in order that we might forget the contradictions in Christ; he simplified Christ’s image, smoothing away the militant elements and bringing into the foreground the humble “will of Him that sent him.” No doubt Tolstoy’s gospel is the more easily accepted because it is “soothing to the malady” of the Russian people. He had to give them something, for they complain and trouble the earth with their groaning, and distract him from “the essential.” But “War and Peace” and all the other things of the same kind will not soothe the sorrow and despair of the gray Russian land. Of “War and Peace” he himself said: “Without false modesty, it is like the ‘Iliad.’” N. Y. Tchaikovsky heard from his lips exactly the same appreciation of “Childhood and Youth.”


    Journalists have just arrived from Naples; one even hurried from Rome. They ask me to say what I think of Tolstoy’s “flight”— “flight” is the word they use. I would not talk to them. You, of course, understand that inwardly I am terribly disturbed: I do not want to see Tolstoy a saint; let him remain a sinner close to the heart of the all-sinful world, even close to the heart of each one of us. Pushkin and he — there is nothing more sublime or dearer to us.


    LEO TOLSTOY is dead.


    A telegram came containing the commonest of words: “is dead.”


    It struck me to the heart: I cried with pain and anger, and now, half crazy, I imagine him as I know and saw him; I am tormented by a desire to speak with him. I imagine him in his coffin; he lies like a smooth stone at the bottom of a stream, and in his gray beard, I am sure, is quietly hidden that aloof, mysterious little smile. And at last his hands are folded peacefully; they have finished their hard task.


    I remember his keen eyes — they saw everything through and through — and the movements of his fingers, as though they were perpetually modeling something out of the air, his talk, his jokes, his favorite peasant words, his elusive voice. And I see what a vast amount of life was embodied in the man, how inhumanly clever he was, how terrifying.


    I once saw him as, perhaps, no one has ever seen him. I was walking over to him at Gaspra along the coast, and behind Yussupor’s estate, on the shore among the stones I saw his smallish, angular figure in a gray, crumpled, ragged suit and crumpled hat. He was sitting with his head on his hands, the wind blowing the silvery hairs of his beard through his fingers: he was looking into the distance out to sea, and the little greenish waves rolled up obediently to his feet and fondled them as they were telling something about themselves to the old magician. It was a day of sun and cloud, and the shadows of the clouds glided over the stones, and with the stones the old man grew now bright and now dark. The bowlders were large, riven by cracks and covered with smelly seaweed; there had been a high tide. He, too, seemed to me like an old stone come to life, who knows all the beginnings and the ends of things, who considers when and what will be the end of the stone, of the grasses of the earth, of the waters of the sea, and of the whole universe from the pebble to the sun. And the sea is part of his soul, and everything around him comes from him, out of him. In the musing motionlessness of the old man I felt something fateful, magical, something which went down into the darkness beneath him and stretched up like a search-light into the blue emptiness above the earth; as though it were he, his concentrated will, which was drawing the waves to him and repelling them, which was ruling the movements of cloud and shadow, which was stirring the stones to life. Suddenly, in a moment of madness, I felt, “It is possible, he will get up, wave his hand, and the sea will become solid and glassy, the stones will begin to move and cry out, everything around him will come to life, acquire a voice, and speak in their different voices of themselves, of him, against him.” I can not express in words what I felt rather than thought at that moment; in my soul there was joy and fear, and then everything blended in one happy thought: “I am not an orphan on the earth, so long as this man lives on it.”


    Then I walked on tip-toe away, in order that the pebbles might not scrunch under my feet, not wishing to distract his thoughts. And now I feel I am an orphan, I cry as I write — never before have I cried so inconsolably and in such bitter despair. I do not know whether I loved him; but does it matter, love of him or hatred? He always roused in me sensations and agitations which were enormous, fantastic; even the unpleasant and hostile feelings which he roused were of a kind not to oppress but rather to explode the soul; they made it more sensitive and capacious. He was grand when, with his boots scraping over the ground, as though he were imperiously smoothing its unevenness, he suddenly appeared from somewhere, from behind a door or out of some corner, and came towards you with the short, light, quick step of a man accustomed to walk a great deal on the earth. With his thumbs in his belt he would stop for a second, looking round quickly with a comprehensive glance, a glance which at once took in anything new and instantly absorbed the meaning of everything.


    “How do you do?”


    I always translated these words into: “How do you do? There’s pleasure for me, and for you there’s not much sense in it; but still, how do you do?”


    He would come out looking rather small, and immediately every one round him would become smaller than he. A peasant’s beard, rough but extraordinary hands, simple clothes; all this external, comfortable democratism deceived many people, and I often saw how Russians who judge people by their clothes — an old slavish habit — began to pour out a stream of their odious “frankness,” which is more properly called “the familiarity of the pig-sty.”


    “Ah, you are one of us! That’s what you are. At last, by God’s grace, I am face to face with the greatest son of our native land. Hail for ever! I now bow to you.”


    That is a sample of Muscovite Russian, simple and hearty, and here is another but “free thinkerish”:


    “Leo Nikolaevich, though I disagree with your religious-philosophical views, I deeply respect in your person the greatest of artists.”


    And suddenly, under his peasant’s beard, under his democratic crumpled blouse, there would rise the old Russian barin, the grand aristocrat; then the noses of the simple-hearted visitors, educated and all the rest, instantly became blue with intolerable cold. It was pleasant to see this creature of the purest blood, to watch the noble grace of his gestures, the proud reserve of his speech, to hear the exquisite pointedness of his murderous words. He showed just as much of the barin as was needed for these serfs, and when they called out the barin in Tolstoy, it appeared naturally and easily, and crushed them so that they shriveled up and whined.


    One day I was returning from Yasnaya Polyana to Moscow with one of these “simple-hearted” Russians, a Moscow man, and for a long time he could not recover his breath, but kept on smiling woefully and repeating in astonishment: “Well, well, that was a cold bath. He’s severe . . . pooh!”


    And in the middle of it all, he exclaimed apparently with regret: “And I thought he was really an anarchist. Every one keeps on saying ‘anarchist, anarchist,’ and I believe it . . .”


    The man was a large, rich manufacturer, with a great belly and a face the color of raw meat; why did he want Tolstoy to be an anarchist? One of the “profound mysteries” of the Russian soul!


    When Leo Nikolaevich wished to please, he could do so more easily than a clever and beautiful woman. Imagine a company of people of all kinds sitting in his room: the Grand Duke Nikolay Mikhailovich, the house-painter Ilya, a social-democrat from Yalta, the stundist Patzuk, a musician, a German, the manager of the estates of Countess Kleinmichel, the poet Bulgakov; and all look at him with the same enamored eyes. He explains to them the teaching of Lao-Tse, and he seems to me an extraordinary man-orchestra, possessing the faculty of playing several instruments at the same time, a brass trumpet, a drum, harmonium, and flute. I used to look at him just as the others did. And now I long to see him once more — and I shall never see him again.


    Journalists have come asserting that a telegram has been received in Rome “denying the rumor of Tolstoy’s death.” They bustled and chattered, redundantly expressing their sympathy with Russia. The Russian newspapers leave no room for doubt.


    To lie to him, even out of pity, was impossible; even when he was seriously ill, one could not pity him. It would be banal to pity a man like him. They ought to be taken care of, cherished, not loaded with the wordy dust of worn-out, soulless words.


    He used to ask: “You don’t like me?” and one had to answer: “No, I don’t.”


    “You don’t love me?”— “No, to-day I don’t love you.”


    In his questions he was merciless, in his answers reserved, as becomes a wise man. He used to speak with amazing beauty of the past, and particularly of Turgenev; of Fet always with a good-natured smile and always something amusing; of Niekrassov coldly and skeptically; but of all writers exactly as if they were his children and he, the father, knew all their faults, and — there you are!


    He would point out their faults before their merits, and every time he blamed some one it seemed to me that he was giving alms to his listeners because of their poverty; to listen to him then made one feel awkward; one’s eyes fell before his sharp little smile and — nothing remained in one’s memory.


    Once he argued fiercely that G. Y. Uspensky wrote in the Tula dialect, and had no talent at all. And later I heard him say to Anton Pavlovich Tchekhov: “He (Uspensky) is a writer! In the power of his sincerity he recalls Dostoievsky, only Dostoievsky went in for politics and coquetted while Uspensky is more simple and sincere. If he had believed in God, he would have been a sectarian.”


    “But you said he was a Tula writer and had no talent.”


    He drew his shaggy brows down over his eyes and said: “He wrote badly. What kind of language does he use? — there are more punctuation marks than words. Talent is love. One who loves is talented. Look at lovers, they are all talented.”


    Of Dostoievsky he spoke reluctantly, constrainedly, evading or repressing something: “He ought to have made himself acquainted with the teaching of Confucius or the Buddhists; that would have calmed him down. The main point to realize is that he was a man of rebellious flesh; when angry bumps would suddenly rise on his bald head, and his ears would move. He felt a great deal, but he thought poorly; it is from the Fourierists, from Butashevich and the others, that he learnt to think, and afterwards all his life long he hated them. There was something Jewish in his blood. He was suspicious without reason, ambitious, heavy, and unfortunate. It is curious that he is so much read. I can’t understand why. It is all painful and useless, because all those Idiots, Adolescents, Raskolnikovs, and the rest of them, they are not real; it is all much simpler, more understandable. It’s a pity people don’t read Lieskov, he’s a real writer — have you read him?”


    “Yes, I like him very much, especially his language.”


    “He knew the language marvelously, even the tricks. Strange that you should like him; somehow you are not Russian, your thoughts are not Russian — is it all right, you’re not hurt at my saying that? I am an old man, and, perhaps, I can no longer understand modern literature, but it seems to me that it is all not Russian. They begin to write a curious kind of verse; I don’t know what these poems are or what they mean. One has to learn to write poetry from Pushkin, Tiutchev, Fet. Now you,” — he turned to Tchekhov,— “you are Russian. Yes, very, very Russian.”


    And smiling affectionately, he put his hand on Tchekhov’s shoulder; and the latter became uncomfortable and began in a low voice to mutter something about his bungalow and the Tartars.


    He loved Tchekhov and when he looked at him his eyes were tender and seemed almost to stroke Anton Pavlovich’s face. Once, when Anton Pavlovich was walking on the lawn with Alexandra Lvovna, Tolstoy, who at the time was still ill and was sitting in a chair on the terrace, seemed to stretch towards them, saying in a whisper: “Ah, what a beautiful, magnificent man: modest and quiet like a girl. And he walks like a girl. He’s simply wonderful.”


    One evening, in the twilight, half closing his eyes and moving his brows, he read a variant of the scene in “Father Sergius” where the woman goes to seduce the hermit: he read it through to the end, and then, raising his head and shutting his eyes, he said distinctly: “The old man wrote it well, well.”


    It came out with such amazing simplicity, his pleasure in its beauty was so sincere, that I shall never forget the delight which it gave me at the time, a delight which I could not, did not know how to express, but which I could only suppress by a tremendous effort. My heart stopped beating for a moment, and then everything around me seemed to become fresh and revivified.


    One must have heard him speak in order to understand the extraordinary, indefinable beauty of his speech; it was, in a sense, incorrect, abounding in repetitions of the same word, saturated with village simplicity. The effect of his words did not come only from the intonation and the expression of his face, but from the play and light in his eyes, the most eloquent eyes I have ever seen. In his two eyes Leo Nikolaevich possessed a thousand eyes.


    Once Suler, Sergei Lvovich, Tchekhov, and some one else, were sitting in the park and talking about women: he listened in silence for a long time and then suddenly said:


    “And I will tell the truth about women, when I have one foot in the grave. I shall tell it, jump into my coffin, pull the lid over me, and say, ‘Do what you like now.’” The look he gave us was so wild, so terrifying that we all fell silent for a while.


    He had in him, I think, the inquisitive, mischievous wildness of a Vaska Buslaiev and also something of the stubbornness of soul of a Protopop Avvakum, while above or at his side lay hidden the skepticism of a Tchaadayer. The Avvakumian element harried and tormented with its preachings, the artist in him; the Novgorod wildness upset the Shakespeare and Dante in him, while the Tchaadayerian element scoffed at his soul’s amusements and, by the way, at its agonies. And the old Russian man in him dealt a blow at science and the State, the Russian driven to the passivity of anarchism by the barrenness of all his efforts to build up a more human life.


    Strange! This Buslaiev characteristic in Tolstoy was perceived through some mysterious intuition of Olaf Gulbranson, the caricaturist of “Simplicissimus”: look closely at his drawing, and you will see how startlingly he has got the likeness of the real Tolstoy, what intellectual daring there is in that face with its veiled and hidden eyes, for which nothing is sacred and which believe “neither in a sneeze, nor a dream, nor the cawing of a bird.”


    The old magician stands before me, alien to all, a solitary traveler through all the deserts of thought in search of an all-embracing truth which he has not found — I look at him and, although I feel sorrow for the loss, I feel pride at having seen the man, and that pride alleviates my pain and grief.


    It was curious to see Leo Nikolaevich among “Tolstoyans”; there stands a noble belfry and its bell sounds untiringly over the whole world, while round about run tiny, timorous dogs whining at the bell and distrustfully looking askance at one another as though to say, “Who howled best?” I always thought that these people infected the Yasnaya Polyana house, as well as the great house of Countess Panin, with a spirit of hypocrisy, cowardice, mercenary and self-seeking pettiness and legacy-hunting. The “Tolstoyans” have something in common with those friars who wander in all the dark corners of Russia, carrying with them dogs’ bones and passing them off as relics, selling “Egyptian darkness” and the “little tears of Our Lady.” One of these apostles, I remember, at Yasnaya Polyana refused to eat eggs so as not to wrong the hens; but at Tula railway-station he greedily devoured meat, saying: “The old fellow does exaggerate.” Nearly all of them like to moan and kiss one another; they all have boneless perspiring hands and lying eyes. At the same time they are practical fellows and manage their earthly affairs cleverly.


    Leo Nikolaevich, of course, well understood the value of the “Tolstoyans,” and so did Sulerzhizky whom Tolstoy loved tenderly and whom he always spoke of with a kind of youthful ardor and fervor. Once one of these “Tolstoyans” at Yasnaya Polyana explained eloquently how happy his life had become and how pure his soul, after he accepted Tolstoy’s teaching. Leo Nikolaevich leant over and said to me in a low voice: “He’s lying all the time, the rogue, but he does it to please me . . . .”


    Many tried to please him, but I did not observe that they did it well or with any skill. He rarely spoke to me on his usual subjects of universal forgiveness, loving one’s neighbor, the Gospels, and Buddhism, evidently because he realized at once that all that would not go down with me. I greatly appreciated this.


    When he liked, he could be extraordinarily charming, sensitive, and tactful; his talk was fascinatingly simple and elegant, but sometimes it was painfully unpleasant to listen to him. I always disliked what he said about women — it was unspeakably vulgar, and there was in his words something artificial, insincere, and at the same time very personal. It seemed as if he had once been hurt, and could neither forget nor forgive. The evening when I first got to know him, he took me into his study — it was at Khamovniki in Moscow — and, making me sit opposite to him, began to talk about Varienka Oliessova and of “Twenty-six and One.” I was overwhelmed by his tone and lost my head, he spoke so plainly and brutally, arguing that in a healthy girl chastity is not natural. “If a girl who has turned fifteen is healthy, she desires to be touched and embraced. Her mind is still afraid of the unknown and of what she does not understand; that is what they call chastity and purity. But her flesh is already aware that the incomprehensible is right, lawful, and, in spite of the mind, it demands fulfillment of the law. Now you describe Varienka Oliessova, as healthy, but her feelings are anæmic — that is not true to life.”


    Then he began to speak about the girl in “Twenty-six and One,” using a stream of indecent words with a simplicity which seemed to me cynical, and even offended me. Later I came to see that he used unmentionable words only because he found them more precise and pointed, but at the time it was unpleasant to me to listen to him. I made no reply, and suddenly he became attentive and kindly and began asking me about my life, what I was studying, and what I read.


    “I am told that you are very well read, is that true? Is Korelenko a musician?”


    “I believe not; but I’m not sure.”


    “You don’t know? Do you like his stories?”


    “I do, very much.”


    “It is by contrast. He is lyrical and you haven’t got that. Have you read Weltmann?”


    “Yes.”


    “Isn’t he a good writer, clever, exact, and with no exaggeration? He is sometimes better than Gogol. He knew Balzac. And Gogol imitated Marlinsky.”


    When I said that Gogol was probably influenced by Hoffmann, Sterne, and perhaps Dickens, he glanced at me and asked: “Have you read that somewhere? No? It isn’t true. Gogol hardly knew Dickens. But you must clearly have read a great deal: now look here, it’s dangerous. Kolzov ruined himself by it.”


    When he accompanied me to the door, he embraced and kissed me and said: “You are a real mouzhik. You will find it difficult to live among writers, but never mind, don’t be afraid, always say what you feel even if it be rude; it doesn’t matter. Sensible people will understand.”


    I had two impressions from this first meeting: I was glad and proud to have seen Tolstoy, but his conversation reminded me a little of an examination, and in a sense I did not see in him the author of “Cossacks,” “Kholstomier,” “War and Peace,” but a barin who, making allowances for me, considered it necessary to speak to me in the common language, the language of the street and market-place. That upset my idea of him, an idea which was deeply rooted and had become dear to me.


    It was at Yasnaya Polyana that I saw him again. It was an overcast, autumn day with a drizzle of rain, and he put on a heavy overcoat and high leather boots and took me for a walk in the birch wood. He jumped the ditches and pools like a boy, shook the raindrops off the branches, and gave me a superb account of how Fet had explained Schopenhauer to him in this wood. He stroked the damp, satin trunks of the birches lovingly with his hand and said: “Lately I read a poem


    The mushrooms are gone, but in the hollows


    Is the heavy smell of mushroom dampness . . .


    Very good, very true.”


    Suddenly a hare got up under our feet. Leo Nikolaevich started up, excited, his face lit up, and he whooped like a real old sportsman. Then, looking at me with a curious little smile, he broke into a sensible, human laugh. He was wonderfully charming at that moment.


    Another time he was looking at a hawk in the park: it was hovering over the cattle-shed, making wide circles suspended in the air, moving its wings very slightly as if undecided whether or not the moment to strike had come. Leo Nikolaevich stood up shading his eyes with his hand and murmured with excitement: “The rogue is going for our chickens. Now, now . . . it’s coming . . . O, he’s afraid. The groom is there, isn’t he? I’ll call the groom . . . .”


    And he shouted to the groom. When he shouted, the hawk was scared, swept upwards, swung away, and disappeared. Leo Nikolaevich sighed, apparently reproaching himself, and said: “I should not have shouted; he would have struck all the same . . .”


    Once in telling him about Tiflis, I mentioned the name of V. V. Flerovsky-Bervi. “Did you know him?” Leo Nikolaevich asked with interest. “Tell me, what is he like?”


    I told him about Flerovsky; tall, long-bearded, thin, with very large eyes; how he used to wear a long, sail-cloth blouse, and how, armed with a bundle of rice, cooked in red wine, tied in his belt and an enormous linen umbrella, he wandered with me on the mountain paths of Trans-Caucasia; how once on a narrow path we met a buffalo and prudently retreated, threatening the brute with the open umbrella, and, every time we stepped back, were in danger of falling over the precipice. Suddenly I noticed that there were tears in Tolstoy’s eyes, and this confused me and I stopped.


    “Never mind,” he said, “go on, go on. It’s pleasure at hearing about a good man. I imagined him just like that, unique. Of all the radicals he is the most mature and clever; in his ‘Alphabet’ he proves conclusively that all our civilization is barbarian, that culture is the work of the peaceful and weak nations, not the strong ones, and that the struggle for existence is a lying invention by which it is sought to justify evil. You, of course, don’t agree with this? But Daudet agrees, you know: you remember his Paul Astier?”


    “But how would you reconcile Flerovsky’s theory, say, with the part played by the Normans in the history of Europe?”


    “The Normans? That’s another thing.”


    If he did not want to answer, he would always say, “That’s another thing.”


    It always seemed to me — and I do not think I was mistaken — that Leo Nikolaevich was not very fond of talking about literature, but was vitally interested in the personality of an author. The questions: “Do you know him? What is he like? Where was he born?” I often heard in his mouth. And nearly all his opinions would throw some curious light upon a man.


    Of V. K. he said thoughtfully: “He is not a Great-Russian, and so he must see our life better and more truly than we do.” Of Anton Tchekhov whom he loved dearly: “His medicine gets in his way; if he were not a doctor, he would be a still better writer.” Of one of the younger writers: “He pretends to be an Englishman, and in that character a Moscow man has the least success.” To me he once said: “You are an inventor: all these Kuvaldas of yours are inventions.” When I answered that Kuvalda had been drawn from life, he said: “Tell me, where did you see him.”


    He laughed heartily at the scene in the court of the Kazan magistrate, Konovalov, where I had first seen the man whom I described under the name of Kuvalda. “Blue blood,” he said, wiping the tears from his eyes, “that’s it — blue blood. But how splendid, how amusing. You tell it better than you write it. Yes, you are an inventor, a romantic, you must confess.”


    I said that probably all writers are to some extent inventors, describing people as they would like to see them in life. I also said that I liked active people who desire to resist the evil of life by every means, even by violence.


    “And violence is the chief evil,” he exclaimed, taking me by the arm. “How will you get out of that contradiction, inventor? Now your ‘My Travelling Companion’ isn’t invented — it’s good just because it isn’t invented. But when you think, you beget knights, all Amadises and Siegfrieds.”


    I remarked that as long as we live in the narrow sphere of our anthropomorphous and unavoidable “travelling companions,” we build everything on quicksands and in a hostile medium.


    He smiled and nudged me slightly with his elbow: “From that, very, very dangerous conclusions can be drawn. You are a questionable socialist. You are a romantic, and romantics must be monarchists; they always have been.”


    “And Hugo?”


    “Hugo? That’s another thing. I don’t like him, a noisy man.”


    He often asked me what I was reading, and always reproached me if I had chosen, in his opinion, a bad book.


    “Gibbon is worse than Kostomarov. One ought to read Mommsen; he’s very tedious, but it’s all so solid.”


    When he heard that the first book I ever read was “The Brothers Semganno,” he even got angry: “Now, you see — a stupid novel. That’s what has spoilt you. The French have three writers, Stendhal, Balzac, Flaubert; and, well, perhaps Maupassant, though Tchekhov is better than he. The Goncourts are mere clowns, they only pretended to be serious. They had studied life from books, written by inventors like themselves, and they thought it a serious business; but it was of no use to a soul.”


    I disagreed with this opinion, and it irritated Leo Nikolaevich a little; he could barely stand contradiction, and sometimes his opinions were strange and capricious.


    “There is no such thing as degeneration,” he said once. “The Italian Lombroso invented it, and after him comes the Jew Nordau, screaming Iike a parrot. Italy is the land of charlatans and adventurers: only Arentinos, Casanovas, Cagliostros, and the like are born there.”


    “And Garibaldi?”


    “That’s politics; that’s another thing.”


    To a whole series of facts, taken from the life of the merchant-class families in Russia, he answered: “But it’s untrue; it’s only written in clever books.”


    I told him the actual history of three generations of a merchant-family which I had known, a history in which the law of degeneration had acted with particular mercilessness. Then he began excitedly tugging at my arm and encouraging me to write about it: “Now that’s true. I know it: there are two families like that in Tula. It ought to be written. A long novel, written concisely, do you see? You must do it.” His eyes flashed.


    “But then there will be knights, Leo Nikolaevich.”


    “Don’t. This is really serious. The one who is going to be a monk and pray for the whole family — it’s wonderful. That’s real; you sin, and I will go and expiate your sin by prayer. And the other, the weary one, the money-loving founder of the family — that’s true too. And he’s a drunken, profligate beast, and loves every one, and suddenly commits murder — ah, it’s good. It should be written; among thieves and beggars you must not look for heroes, you really mustn’t. Heroes — that’s a lie and invention; there are simply people, people, and nothing else.”


    He often pointed out exaggerations in my stories, which I admitted but once. Speaking of “Dead Souls,” he said, smiling good-naturedly:


    “We are all of us terrible inventors. I myself, when I write, suddenly feel pity for some character, and then I give him some good quality or take a good quality away from some one else, so that in comparison with the others he may not appear too black.” And then in the stern tones of an inexorable judge: “That’s why I say that art is a lie, an arbitrary sham, harmful for people. One writes not what real life is, but what one thinks of life oneself. What good is that to any one, how I see that tower or sea or Tartar — what interest or use is there in it?”


    Once I was walking with him on the lower road from Dvulbet to Ai-Todor; he was walking with the light step of a young man, when he said to me more nervously than was usual with him: “The flesh should be the obedient dog of the spirit, running to do its bidding; but we — how do we live? The flesh rages and riots, and the spirit follows it helpless and miserable.”


    He rubbed his chest hard over the heart, raised his eyebrows, and then, remembering something, went on: “One autumn in Moscow in an alley near the Sukhariot Gate I once saw a drunken woman lying in the gutter. A stream of filthy water flowed from the yard of a house right under her neck and back. She lay in that cold liquid, muttering, shivering, wriggling her body in the wet, but she could not get up.”


    He shuddered, half closed his eyes, shook his head, and went on gently: “Let’s sit down here. . . . It’s the most horrible and disgusting thing, a drunken woman. I wanted to help her get up, but I couldn’t; I felt such a loathing; she was so slippery and slimly [sic] I felt that if I’d touched her, I could not have washed my hands clean for a month — horrible! And on the curb sat a bright, gray-eyed boy, the tears running down his cheeks: he was sobbing and repeating wearily and helplessly: ‘Mu-um . . . mu-um-my do get up.’ She would move her arms, grunt, lift her head, and again — back went her neck into the filth.”


    He was silent, and then looking round, he repeated almost in a whisper: “Yes, yes, horrible! You’ve seen many drunken women? Many — my God! You must not write about that, you mustn’t.”


    “Why?”


    He looked straight into my eyes and smiling repeated: “Why?” Then thoughtfully and slowly he said: “I don’t know. It just slipped out . . . it’s a shame to write about filth. But yet why not write about it? Yes, it’s necessary to write all about everything, everything.”


    Tears came into his eyes. He wiped them away, and smiling he looked at his handkerchief, while the tears again ran down his wrinkles. “I am crying,” he said. “I am an old man. It cuts me to the heart when I remember something horrible.”


    And very gently touching me with his elbow, he said: “You too — you will have lived your life and everything will remain exactly as it was, and then you too will cry worse than I, more ‘streamingly,’ as the peasant women say. And everything must be written about, everything; otherwise that bright little boy might be hurt, he might reproach us— ‘it’s untrue, it’s not the whole truth,’ he will say. He’s strict for the truth.”


    Suddenly he gave himself a shake and said in a kind voice: “Now, tell me a story; you tell them well. Something about a child, about your childhood. It’s not easy to believe that you were once a child. You are a strange creature, exactly as if you were born grown-up. In your ideas there is a good deal of the child-like and the immature, but you know more than enough of life — and one can not ask for more. Well, tell me a story . . . .”


    He lay down comfortably upon the bare roots of a pine tree and watched the ants moving busily among the gray spines.


    In the South which, with its self-asserting luxuriance and flaunting, unbridled vegetation, seems so strangely incongruous to a man from the North, he, Leo Tolstoy — even his name speaks of his inner power — seemed a small man, but knitted and knotted out of very strong roots deep in the earth; in the flaunting scenery of the Crimea, I say, he was at once both out of place and in his place. He seemed a very ancient man, master of all his surroundings; a master-builder who after centuries of absence has arrived in the mansion built by him. He has forgotten a great deal which it contains; much is new to him; everything is as it should be, and yet not entirely so, and he has at once to find out what is amiss and why it is amiss.


    He walked the roads and paths with the business-like, quick step of the skilled explorer of the earth; and with sharp eyes, from which neither a single pebble nor a single thought could hide itself, he looked, measured, tested, compared. And he scattered about him the living seeds of indomitable thoughts. He said to Suler once: “You, Liovushka, read nothing, which is not good, out of self-conceit; while Gorky reads a lot, which is not good, because he distrusts himself. I write much, which is not good, because of an old man’s ambition, a desire that all should think as I do. Of course, I think it is good, and Gorky thinks it is not good, and you think nothing at all; you simply blink and watch what you may clutch. One day you will clutch something which does not belong to you — it has happened to you before. You will put your claws into it, hold on for a bit, and when it begins to get loose, you won’t try to stop it. Tchekhov has a superb story ‘The Darling’ — you are rather like her.”


    “In what?” asked Suler, laughing.


    “You can love well, but to choose — no, you can’t, and you will waste yourself on trifles.”


    “Is every one like that?”


    “Every one?” Leo Nikolaevich repeated. “No, not every one.”


    And suddenly he asked me, exactly as if he were dealing me a blow: “Why don’t you believe in God?”


    “I have no faith, Leo Nikolaevich.”


    “It is not true. By nature you are a believer and you can not get on without God. You will realize it one day. Your disbelief comes from obstinacy, because you have been hurt: the world is not what you would like it to be. There are also some people who do not believe, out of shyness; it happens with young people; they adore some woman, but don’t want to show it from fear that she won’t understand, and also from lack of courage. Faith, like love, requires courage and daring. One has to say to oneself, ‘I believe’ — and everything will come right, everything will appear as you want it, it will explain itself to you and attract you. Now, you love much, and faith is only a greater love; you must love still more and then your love will turn to faith. When one loves a woman, she is unfailingly the best woman on earth, and each loves the best woman; and that is faith. A non-believer can not love: to-day he falls in love with one woman, and next year with another. The souls of such men are tramps living barren lives — that is not good. But you were born a believer and it is no use thwarting yourself. Well, you may say, Beauty — and what is beauty? The highest and most perfect is God.”


    He hardly ever spoke to me on this subject, and its seriousness and the suddenness of it rather overwhelmed me. I was silent.


    He was sitting on the couch with his legs drawn up under him, and, breaking into a triumphant little smile and shaking his finger at me, he said: “You won’t get out of this by silence, no.”


    And I, who do not believe in God, looked at him for some reason very cautiously and a little timidly. I looked and thought: “This man is godlike.”


    
      

    

  


  
    THE MARCH OF MAN
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    WHEN my spirits are low, and the mind grows weary; when Memory revives the shadows of the past, and their cold breath freezes my heart; when impassive Thought sheds her cold light upon the dismal chaos of the present and impotently hovers about the same spot, unable to soar higher up and forward — in these hours of languor I put before my mind’s eye the majestic figure of Man!


    Man! Methinks a sun springs up within me: there, in the heavenly light, he is marching, ever forward, ever upward: splendid and sorrowful, inscrutable Man!


    I see his proud brow, his bold, lustrous eyes aglow with light of fearless, world-conceiving Thought, of the mighty power that makes gods in hours of ennui, and dethrones them in hours of wakefulness.


    Lost in the solitudes of the cosmic desert, alone on a lump of earth that is borne with measureless haste through the infinite depths of space, tortured by his Enigma, “Why do I exist?” he is yet marching boldly ahead, forward and upward, bent on mastering the secrets of heaven and earth.


    And as he is marching, forsaken, defiant, he builds sober Science out of his trials; with his life-blood he fattens the ground he treads on — and it brings forth Poesy’s perennial flowers; his rebellious soul cries out in travail — in strains of heavenly music. Step by step, higher and higher doth he mount, shedding his heavenly light, making life richer and nobler: he is the guiding star of his earth.


    And far ahead of life, far above the crowd, lies his path; there, alone with Nature’s Riddles, armed with Reason’s weapons, he is advancing. Now quick as the lightning-flash, now placid, or keen as the sharpest blade, are his thoughts.


    A host of errors, his own creatures, press upon him, gripe his proud heart, tear his brain, bring the crimson of shame to his face, and invoke him — to destroy them.


    Tramp, tramp, tramp: with whining Vanity clamoring, like the impudent beggar, for her tithe; with a host of attachments preying upon his heart, sucking up his warm life-blood; with legions of unholy passions within his breast struggling, shrieking, haggling, seeking to conquer his soul, to strangle his will.


    Tramp, tramp, tramp: over thousands of Life’s petty troubles, through the every-day mire teeming with vermin.


    March, march, march: like the sun he is surrounded by a crowd of satellites, children of his own spirit.


    There is ever-hungry Love, always at his side; there is limping Friendship, straggling far behind; there is worn-out Hope, marching in front of him; there is mad Hatred, rattling the chains that Patience put on her arms. Then there is dark-eyed Faith, peering into his rebellious face, ever ready to enclose him in her restful embrace.


    Arrayed with tatters of old Beliefs, foul with poison of Superstition, they enviously stalk behind Thought, grumbling and haggling and disputing her dominion. For they cannot overtake her, as the raven cannot overtake the eagle. And but seldom can they unite their voice with the voice of Thought in one mighty chorus.


    Here also is Man’s eternal mate — silent Death: ever ready to bekiss his throbbing heart, his heart that panteth after life.


    In his immortal retinue Man knows every one; and one more does he know — Madness.


    A winged monster is she, mighty and swift like a tempest; and like a tempest is she raging around Thought, seeking to draw her into a frenzied whirl.


    Yea, he knows all of them: weak, imperfect, monstrous creatures of his own spirit are they all.


    And only Thought is Man’s friend, and to her is he cleaving, for it is her light that illumines his path, pierces the darkness of Life’s Riddles, of Nature’s Secrets, and of the dismal chaos in his own heart.


    A free and true friend is she, and nothing escapes her gaze.


    She knows Love’s vile and cunning tricks, her cringing mien, enticing ways, and the stamp of rank lust upon her face. On the face of Hope she reads impotence and timidity, and behind Hope she sees her twin-sister Deceit: bedizened, bedaubed Deceit, full of sweet words, ever ready to beguile Man and to console him — with a lie. In the warmish heart of Friendship, Thought feels the calculating prudence, the cruel, empty curiosity, the foul ulcers of envy, with the germs of calumny in them.


    Sovereign Thought knows also the hidden power of black Hate. Yea, she knows that Hate, once unchained, would fain destroy all on earth; would not even spare the tender shoots of Justice.


    In Faith, Thought reveals a longing to enslave Man’s feelings, a craving for unbounded domination. Thought exposes in Faith the hidden claws of Fanaticism, the impotence of her sluggish wings, and the blindness of her empty eyes.


    Thought, sovereign Thought, by whose wondrous power Brute was changed into Man; by whose power Sciences, Philosophies, Gods, were created — immortal, free Thought abhors Death, and is at war with that fruitless and often malicious power.


    For unto a ragman does Thought compare Death — unto an unscrupulous ragman, who searches the back yards for offal and refuse, and surreptitiously gathers into his foul bag the good and the quick.


    Foul with decay, wrapped in horror unspeakable as with a mantle, impassive, formless, silent Death stands like a dark and terrible riddle before Man, and Thought is jealously studying her, madly defiant, sunlike, creative, and proudly conscious of her own immortality.


    So is Man treading his path, through the dismal Darkness of Nature’s Riddles, ever advancing, mounting higher and ever higher!


    II


    
      
    


    Now, he is weary, he staggers, he moans with pain; his frightened heart seeks Faith, and loudly begs the tender caresses of Love.


    And three monsters, three horrible weakness-born monsters, Loneliness, Despondency, Despair, hover over his soul, chanting a song of Man’s littleness, of Reason’s futility, of the impotence of Thought, of Man’s noble pride that is but in vain, of Man’s dissolution — the end of his labors.


    And his torn heart trembles under the mocking and lying song, darts of Doubt enter his soul, and his eye is bedimmed with a tear.


    And if Man’s Pride rebel not within him, dread of Death will drive him into the dungeon of Faith. Then Love, victoriously smiling, will draw him into her embrace, and under the mask of loud promises of happiness, she will hide her own chains of bondage, and the insatiable cravings of Lust.


    Timid Hope, in league with Deceit, will sing of the joys of rest, of the blissfulness of peace, and with lullabies sweet sing asleep the somnolent spirit.


    Then Man will drop into the mire of Lassitude, and into the arms of Sloth; and, in obedience to his short-sighted senses, he will then hasten to fill his mind and heart with the sweet poison of the cynical and false teaching which claims that no path is open to Man but one leading to the cattle-pen of Self-gratification.


    But Thought is proud and Man is dear to her; and within his own breast she wages war for the freedom of his soul.


    And like an enemy does she harass him, mercilessly she tortures him, ceaselessly gnaws at his brain, lays waste his breast and hardens his heart by her freezing blasts of longing for stern and naked Truth — for the wise, Thought-borne, though slow-growing, Truth, that like some beautiful fiery flower can now be discerned through the thick mist of Errors.


    But if Man be poisoned by Deceit, if he firmly believe there is no happiness on earth but having one’s fill of pleasure and meat, and no pleasure but rest and the petty comforts of life — then Thought, a prisoner of triumphing Lust, will listlessly droop her wings and dream away, leaving Man in the power of his own Flesh.


    Then, like a pestilent cloud, will Sloth descend upon Man, envelop him in a loathsome mist, blind his eyes, fatten his heart and dull his very brain; and, changed by his weakness into an unthinking and undignified brute, Man will lose his own self. But anon, Man’s noble Indignation inflames within him, Thought reawakes out of her slumbers, and, once more free, Man marches ahead, alone through the thorns of his Errors, alone among the fleeting sparks of his Doubts, alone amidst the ruins of his decayed Beliefs!


    Majestic, proud and free, he fearlessly faces Truth, and thus he speaks to his Doubts:


    “You are wrong when you claim that but limited are the powers of my soul. Nay, they are growing within me: I know it. I see and I feel it, for in the very growth of my suffering do I see the growth of my soul; and were it not so my suffering would not be growing apace!


    “For with every step do my longings increase, my feelings grow keener, my insight deepen — and this, I know, is but the growth of my soul.


    “It is only like a spark within me now, but what of that? Are not sparks mothers of conflagrations?


    “And I am the coming conflagration in the darkness of the world.


    “I am here to bring Light into the world, to disperse the Darkness of its profoundest Mysteries; I am here to put myself in accord with the Universe, and to create Harmony within my own breast; I am here to flood with a purifying Light the black chaos of mundane life that covers this long-suffering earth with a loathsome crust of misery and affliction, of malice and of iniquity. And I am here to sweep all this venomous mire into the grave of the past!


    “I am here to loose the coils of Error and Superstition that compress Humanity into a bleeding mass of struggling and mutually devouring brutes; I am created by Thought to overthrow, to destroy, to trample underfoot all that is superannuated, all that is vile, narrow and malicious, and to erect a new Edifice on Thought’s immutable foundations of Freedom, of Beauty, and of Regard for Man!


    “I am the implacable enemy of the shameful poverty of human aspirations. I wish every one to be — a Man!


    “Absurd, shameful and abhorrent is this life where the days of the many are spent in ceaseless and hopeless thraldom, that the few may have their fill of bread and of the gifts of the spirit!


    “Cursed be the sticky cobwebs of all prejudices, superstitions and habits that entangle the minds of Men; they are obstacles in the course of life, and I shall destroy them!


    “My weapon is Thought; and my immutable trust in her freedom, in her immortality, and in the eternity of her creative powers is the inexhaustible source of my strength!


    “In the utmost Darkness of Life, in the chaos of her shameful errors, Thought is my only true and unerring pillar of light; and as I see her fires burning ever brighter and brighter, her beams penetrating ever deeper and deeper into the abysses of Nature’s Mysteries, I follow in her wake, immortal, and rise ever higher and higher.


    “Thought knows of no strongholds she could not reduce; she knows of no idols she could not dethrone, neither in heaven nor on earth. For she created them all, and it is her inalienable right to destroy whatever stands in the way of her growth.


    “Well do I know that prejudices are but fragments of old Beliefs; that the clouds of Errors which float over the surface of life are only the ashes of old Beliefs consumed by the fires of Thought that created them once.


    “Yea, I do know that the victors are not those who gather the spoils of victory, but those who perish on the field of battle.


    “It is the creative power of Thought that gives life to Life, and that power is sufficient unto herself and is boundless!


    “As I go a-burning, I wish to burn away with the brightest possible flame, that the Light might penetrate the deepest into the Darkness of Life. And to perish — is my only reward!


    “Other rewards I need not: power, domination, is a shame and a bore; pelf is burdensome and foolish; and glory itself is but a superstition born of Men’s inability to know their own worth, and of their slavish habits of self-abasement.


    “My Doubts, sparks of Thought are you all, nothing more! Through ceaseless self-examination, in the superabundance of her fecundity she gave birth to you all, and with her own life-blood is she nourishing you.


    “And it will come to pass, some day a mighty and holy flame will be kindled in my breast, an immortal flame, Thought-born, Emotion-fed, and with that flame shall I burn out of my soul all that is base, cruel and malicious.


    “Then shall I become as the gods that my spirit had been creating!


    “All is in Man, all is for Man!”


    Thus speaks Man.


    And, with head proudly uplifted, majestic and free, he is slowly and firmly marching on, over the ashes of Superstitions, alone amidst the gray mist of Errors; alone, with the dark clouds of the Past behind him, and with legions of Riddles in front of him, awaiting his coming.


    Numberless are the Riddles, like the stars in the bottomless sky, and endless is the Path of Man!


    This is the march of rebellious Man; thus is he advancing in his path, mounting higher and ever higher!
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        LETTER ON THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION
      

    


    Written in January 1906


    
      
    


    Comrades, - The conflict against the mean oppression of poverty is a conflict for the liberation of the world from that net of coarse contradictions in which all men are fiercely and impotently struggling.


    You are manfully trying to break this net: your enemies are making determined efforts to entangle you till more securely in its meshes, your weapon is the sharp sword of truth, that of your enemies the crooked needle of falsehood. Dazzled by the glitter of gold, they slavishly trust in its might, and do not perceive with what steadily increasing brightness burns the great ideal of the union of all men in one comrade-family of free workers. Socialism, the religion of liberty, equality and fraternity, is as unintelligible to them as is music to a man who is deaf and dumb, or poetry to an idiot. When they see the mighty march of the masses of the people toward freedom and light, dreading a disturbance of their peace, trembling for their position as lords of life, they hide the truth even from one another and console themselves with the spectral hope of defeating justice. They slanderously describe the proletariat as a dark mass of hungry beasts whose one desire is to gorge large quantities of food and who are ready for the sake of a good hunk of bread to destroy everything with which they cannot fill their maw.


    Religion and science they employ as instruments for holding you in servitude; they have invented Nationalism and Anti-semitism, venom with which they would poison your faith in the brotherhood of all men; even God exists for the bourgeois merely as a guardian of property. In Russia a revolution is bursting into flame, and they slander utterly the Russian proletariat, representing the workman as a mere unconscious elemental force, a barbarous horde, ready to destroy, to wipe out completely all that exists, and incapable of creating anything but anarchy.


    The man who addresses you now is a man of the people, one who knows the people, and who has not broken his connection with the people until this day, one who is an open-minded spectator of the struggle of the Russian proletariat, and this man declares to you:


    The Russian proletariat is struggling consciously for the political freedom it urgently needs, and that it wrung the Manifesto of October 30 from the Government by its own strength. They tell you this Manifesto was an act of the Emperor’s free will; his truth is, it was a trophy of the people’s victory.


    If the interests of the nation had really been dear to the Government it would assuredly have seen to it that the Manifesto of October 30 would secure in every corner of the Empire the force of unalterable law. But our Government is stamped with the habit of arbitrary rule; it denies all laws and is filled with the one great care of securing its own position, which, finding most profitable, it has naturally no desire to abandon.


    And so, immediately after the publication of the Manifesto in St. Petersburg, governors and other high officials concocted a plot against the people, a plot of which the object was to show that the Russian people was not yet capable of appreciating the blessings of political liberty or of using them in a fitting way. The plot was afterwards exposed in the press by one of the conspirators. The results of this plot were the brutal attacks on these great sufferers, the Jews, on the revolutionary intellectuals, and on the working men.


    You have read of those wise acts of Russian administrators. These men committed a crime, the like of which has never been known in human history - a crime for the baseness of which it is impossible to find a name.


    There is, perhaps, no need for me to explain that the source of the state of anarchy existing in Russia must be sought in the Russian Government, and in the head of the Government, the weak-willed, double-minded Sergius Witte. It is said that this man is regarded by the bourgeoisie of Western Europe and America as a great statesman. If this be true, I am very sorry. I have a very high opinion of the intelligence and penetration of the bourgeoisie in the West, and I find it hard to understand how anyone can see a statesman’s talent and intellect in a man who has brought his country to ruin and is now selling it by retail; for his proposal to mortgage the Russian railways to foreign capitalists can only be called a case of Turkish policy, which in Russia is not regarded as intelligent even by cretins.


    Ever since October 30, Witte’s Government has been frankly and openly provoking the Russian people and attempting to give an anarchic character to the Russian revolution by setting nationality against nationality, class against class,country against town, and village against village. In some such phrase as this will the honest and impartial historian in time summarise the experience through which our country has passed and is still passing.


    The historian who should say that the Government has been attempting to pacify a country aroused to fury by its misfortune would lie. All the acts of the Government in October, November and December, right down to this very day, have been an open infraction of the rights won by the people and recognised as belonging to it; and there is ample reason to believe that this infraction was intentional, its object being to irritate the people, to drive it into insurrection, and to crush its strength by the strength of the army. A certain measure of success attended this effort of the highly-placed anarchists of St. Petersburg to dissipate the forces of the proletariat before it had had time to organise for open conflict. The insurrections in Moscow and in other towns were a direct outcome of the provocatory acts of authorities’ who openly scoffed at the law.


    Admiral Dubasseff, on taking up his duties as Governor-General of Moscow, openly declared that he considered it his task to restore the autocracy, which had been limited by the Act of October 30, and in this declaration lay the origin of the Moscow insurrection.


    But the Government made it sad mistake and the fruits of its error will be bitter. It set to work to destroy Moscow by cannon-fire, but, as it matter of fact, the proletariat does not own any real property, and the man who suffered was the bourgeois. Valuing his property more highly than honour and life, and seeing it given over by the Government, together with his life, into the hands of soldiers who were half-drunk and who were irritated by hard service, he suddenly grew wroth and began to build barricades.


    It was he, the bourgeois, who built the barricades, and not the Revolutionary Militia, which was physically incapable of coping with the task. When, in good time, the number of the armed insurgents becomes generally known the whole world will ask in amazement how this little band could fight for 15 whole days and nights against thousands of artillerymen, cavalry and infantry. And seeing that miracles are out of the question in our day, all reasonable people will at once understand the significance of the part played by the little bourgeois in the Moscow revolution, all will realise of what heroism the Russian people is capable. On the streets of Moscow the instinct of self-preservation strove alongside with an awakened consciousness; the first struggled brutally like a wounded animal, while the second embodied in the persons of the revolutionaries, strove heroically like a man inspired by the great fire of the ideal.


    “The proletariat is beaten, the revolution is stamped out,” shrieks our reactionary press in malignant delight. Such delight is premature. The proletariat is not beaten. Although it has suffered loss. The revolution is strengthened with new hopes and during these days its ranks have been immensely increased. The revolution has gained a great moral victory over the bourgeoisie which now perceives most clearly who it is that is creating anarchy in Russia and with what object it is created, who is struggling against anarchy and with what end - the bourgeoisie perceives that the people is defending that freedom which it also needs, that freedom which the people has bought with its blood, and of which the Government would now rob it.


    The Russian Government has, as a result of its tactlessness, gained a Pyrrhic victory; by its impotence and forced brutality it has driven moderate elements towards the left, and will, I am confident, drive them still further in that direction. The Russian proletariat is marching towards certain victory, for in Russia it alone is spiritually strong, it alone has faith in itself, to it alone belongs the future.


    I declare that the Russian revolution is a cultural and constructive movement, the only movement capable of saving Russia from political dissolution. I declare that the bourgeoisie is impotent and incapable of constructive political work, and I further declare that the anarchy in my country is the work of a Government occupied solely with the defence of its own interests, which have nothing in common with those of the nation.


    All that I have here set down is truth, and will in due time be confirmed by history, if, that is, the hand of the historian be an honest hand and justice be his religion.


    Long live, then, the proletariat as it goes forth to renew the whole world. Long live the working men of all lands who by the strength of their hands have built up the wealth of nations and are now labouring to create it new life! Long live Socialism, the religion of the future.


    Greetings to the fighters, greetings to the workers of all lands, and may they ever have faith in the victory of truth, the victory of justice! Long live humanity fraternally united in the great ideals of equality and freedom!


    M. GORKY.


    January 1, 1906.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    LETTER TO A MONARCHIST


    
      
    


    I thank you, V. T., for your letter, and wish you everything that is good.


    I read your letter, and thought to myself: what a pity it is that you are a Monarchist; it ill becomes you, a man with a strong will.


    I cannot think otherwise, because I look upon monarchism as an error, and upon monarchism in Russia as a baneful error.


    Why? First of all, because people recognise the supreme power of a single man, no different from one of themselves, and give him the sovereign right to dispose of their lives, their liberty or property, at his pleasure - it means that they efface themselves, their will and their reason, and bury their talents, so to say. Secondly, by giving one man unrestricted freedom to dispose of lives of millions of men you create a kind of God on Earth who is infallible, and give this God, created by yourselves the power to pervert and to revoke the laws of God in Heaven, in Whose exist epee you have such a firm belief.


    Here in Russia, for instance, God’s commandments: “Thou shalt not kill” and “Thou shalt not steal,” are struck out life.


    Why has the monarchical principle had such disastrous results in Russia especially?


    You acknowledge yourself that the Russian “has not a strong will,” and I agree with you that a strong will can only be acquired when there exists freedom of activity for man, coupled with definite aims for the future; we are deprived of the first condition, and in the majority of cases we do not recognise the necessity of the second condition.


    When, some time ago, I tramped over nearly the whole of Russia in order to understand the spirit of my native people, tried to grasp its semi-pagan conceptions of God, its creative spirit as it is expressed in popular legends, songs, tales and proverbs, I witnessed the same thing everywhere: weakness of will, changeableness and instability of thought, the absence of definite aims and of real cares about the future, the regrettable inclination to ethereal day-dreaming and obscure philosophising in the Eastern manner.


    All these national traits are characteristic of persons of all strata of society, look carefully and you will see that Oblomoff is not only a type of a Russian landowner, he is the general type of a Russian; amongst the merchants, muzhiks, or officials you will find as many lazy Oblomoffs as you like.


    It is well known that “an apple never falls far from the tree,” and you in vain accuse the educated classes of Russia of Nihilism, Anarchism, and other sins; the Russian muzhik had invented Anarchism before Bakunin’s time, and embraced Nihilism long before Pisareff; just look at the sect of “runners” or “pilgrims”; think over their teachings. Also observe how the muzhiks build up religious sects, and compare their method of constructing with that of the Russian political parties; you will see at once that the spirit is the same in both cases. People set to work with enthusiasm, even fanaticism, but soon cool down, split up into small sects and groups; they have ridiculous disputes with each other, not over the substance of the matter but about mere words. If we examine the shortcomings of the Russian educated classes, we see that they are born of the flesh and blood of the Russian people, but if we look at their merits, then the educated classes, judged by their heroism and the amount of work they have done, constitute a phenomenon quite without parallel in the history of Europe; it is to them that you are indebted for not being looked upon as Asiatics.


    Let us take, for instance, your organisations of “truly Russian men.” The authorities give you complete freedom of action, but you are unable to form a Party with a clear and definite programme; you have split up into several factions, you accuse each other of having stolen public moneys. In Moscow your business is going from bad to worse; about 30 branches have been closed, and about 40 more are to be shut down “for want of means.”


    Your organisations are weak everywhere; they collapse, and will continue to collapse, because what else can you, Monarchists, do except to arrange “pogroms”? What do you trouble about the disorder that is crushing the Fatherland: ignorance, drunkenness, famine, and brutality all round, which are fostered by you in league with the Government? You are miserable people, badly educated, ignorant. You don’t know the history or the needs of the Russian people; you don’t know anything except that you want peace at any price! Generally speaking you are people with no wills; that is why the writer Leskoff, who was no revolutionary but simply a nationalist, called you “the Slav sweepings” and “the native rubbish.”


    You who look upon yourselves as “truly Russian men” are that part of the people in whose veins there flows most Mongol blood, and you are saturated with Mongol and Eastern principles, inculcated in your brains by Mongols, and accentuated during centuries, of serfdom.


    This slavish Mongol blood is still in your veins, and you should know that Russia is still a semi-Asiatic country because of your existence; that your “Russian soul” is saturated with fatalism - the Eastern faith in the invincibleness of fate, your baneful lack of faith in the power of human will and reason, your Eastern passive submission to elemental forces.


    You have praised me for my books. I am certain that you have read them without understanding them. I Have always written, and do still write, that a passive attitude towards life is harmful, that we must take an active part in it; that we Russians philosophise a lot, and do it ineffectively; we work little and badly. I have written that we must struggle with what the East has grafted on us, and that we shall perish if we do not overcome it.


    But, as you see, even the Mongols of Japan and China reorganise their life on an Aryan basis, by adopting the experience gained by Europe; but Russia, owing to the laziness and ignorance of people like you, and owing to the selfish activity of incapable users force, who are at the head) of the Government - Russia is left even behind the Mongols. This cannot fail to threaten us with grave calamities, for we live side by side with them, and over-populated China, having organised its affairs, will pounce on us to revenge those misfortunes and degradations to which it has been subjected by the policy of the Russian Government in the past.


    “We are all human and all equal,” you write. Is that so?


    In my opinion there is a marked difference between us and the Japanese; or have you forgotten how they defeated you? There is not less difference between us and the Germans, who will also soon defeat us, and who don’t know the disease typhus, which is; so common with us; they have forgotten about it because they live in cleanliness and not in filth, and their peasantry do not starve., There is also a serious difference between us and the French, in whose debt we are up to our ears; but no doubt your Government will betray them at a time when they are pressed hard.


    No; between Russia, as represented by you, and Europe then is a weighty difference; it is not a Russian capital that exploits the resources of France, England, and Germany, but the reverse the case; these three States are gradually grabbing the wealth of Russia in the Ural Mountains, on the Don, in Siberia, on the Caspian Sea and in the Caucasus.


    And you, blinking with your blind eyes, talk nonsense and boast of the “broadness of the Russian soul,” and gaze at the way, in which you are being robbed.


    Leskoff once said:-


    “In fifty or a hundred years’ time we shall disgust everybody in such a manner that we shall have to face a European coalition. The Germans or a new set of Normans will come and conquer us.”


    You Monarchists and “patriots,” think of these words! The one that they predict seems not to be far off, if not already upon our heels.


    A country which is all covered with blood and filth, where agents of the police kill Ministers, where thousands of people denounced by agents-provocateurs are sent to the gallows, to hard labour in the mines, or to prison; where in the prisons and police stations mediaeval tortures are resorted to, where a man is not worth a farthing, and thousands of people are slaughtered in a country where the suicides of youths have assumed the character of an epidemic, where little children playing at “court-martial”ing each other - this country naturally is quite capable of evoking the loathing of Europe, and even more serious feelings than loathing, for it might prove the hotbed of disease in the long run which could threaten all sane and healthy people.


    Don’t you think that the impotence of Russia is pleasant and expedient for somebody, and that the moment will come when strong people who have no scruples will come and say to you:-


    “Well, fellows, enough of your unbecoming deeds! We are tired of them. In this wild state you are more dangerous to European civilisation than China was at one time, and hence we will divide you in a brotherly manner as you once divided Poland; we will divide and take in hand your bringing up.”


    They will divide you as they now divide Persia; they will also divide Turkey. It seems evident that strong and healthy peoples tend to divide up all those nations which lag behind the Aryan civilisation, either being incapable, or not wishing, to adopt it, and thus impeding its normal development.


    Let me ask you a few “patriotic” questions:-


    Why did your beloved heroes - Herschelman, Stakelberg, Rennenkampf, and others - their name is legion - fight so badly against the Japanese, and kill and mutilate the Russian people so well, so cruelly, and with so much zest?


    Why does the majority of the Baltic German barons play the role of hired servants in Russian history, whose duty it is to hold the Russian by the throat?


    You shout, Russia for the Russians! Down with the minor nationalities!


    If you can bring about what this proud war-cry of yours implies - begin at once!


    Let me point out a non-Russian family which is most harmful for Russia - a family which during centuries has cruelly bled our country, and has thrice in a hundred’ years led the country nearly to the brink of national catastrophes. I speak about the successors of Karl Ulrich, the Prince of Holstein, who ruled Russia under the name of Peter III., and his wife Sophia Augustovna, Princess of Zerbst, who also reigned under the name of Catherine II.


    Peter III. the “Russian Czar,” without fear of offending his subjects, and speaking very bad Russian, styled himself “the faithful servant of the Prussian King,” and knelt before his statue. He began his reign by returning to the Germans Berlin and all the German lands conquered by the soldiers of Elisabeth.


    Catherine, having killed him and the Czar Ivan, gave the; Russian people into slavery to landowners thousands of Russian peasants fled across the frontier. She invited Germans to come, and settled them on the best lands of the Southern steppes and. along the Volga. She called forth the terrible Pugatchoff insurrection.


    Paul I. and Alexander I. led a struggle championing the old forms of the shattered, French monarchy; this struggle in the long run brought about the invasion of the French in 18I2. This was, the first catastrophe, which ended rather favourably for the German Czars on the Russian throne, for the simple reason that the Russian muzhik and the soldier did not understand who was the real cause of the French invasion.


    The patricide Alexander I. was a typical German as to his character and his policy. How can we presume that there can be, a drop of Slav blood in the Russian Czars when generation after generation of them marry German women- Where are the proofs that the Russian people is near and interesting to them, and loved by them? Just consider. Why, in 1848, Russian soldiers defeated the Hungarians to please the Austrians? Who incited Russia to declare war on Turkey in 1878, just after the Turks had been granted a constitution which might have made them a strong and civilised people? As soon as any people wakes up and a struggle for new forms of life ensues, why does the Russian Government send its soldiers to strangle and kill nations striving after freedom a culture, as it does in Persia now?


    Nicholas I. flogged all your grandfathers, and led Russia to the second catastrophe - the Sebastopol débâcle.


    You have styled Nicholas II. the “benefactor”; this is a mistake due to your ignorance - or, more correctly, your hypocrisy and cynicism. In the eyes of all honest people of the world this man stands as the gloomiest, bloodiest and the most hypocritical phenomenon of the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of twentieth centuries. He is a manufacturer of corpses, destroyer of life, something more terrible than the plague; he plays with the lives of the Russian people as a blind man at chess.


    When the Governor of Ufa wrote in his report that 47 people had been killed while he was quelling a labour disturbance, Czar wrote on the margin of the report: “What a pity so few!”


    That is the watchword of his reign: “What a pity that so few people have been killed.”


    I do not tell you fables - these are the Czar’s own words. There is more cruel and cold-blooded advice given by him to his servants, which has been written by him personally, and printed in a secret book called, “A Collection of the Most High Comments Written by His Majesty on the Reports of Governors.” It is published every year and sent to the provincial Governors for their “guidance.” Find these books, read them, and you will see what your “benefactor” is like.


    General Kazbek, the Commander of Vladikavkaz, tells him in a personal report that he had managed to quell a popular disturbance without a single shot being fired. The “kind” Czar, who loves the Russian people, advised him instructively:-


    “One must always shoot; always shoot, general!”


    On Bloody Sunday he enjoyed himself, for on this day the shooting was merciless, and at close range. No one could understand why the shooting went on. Thousands of people went to their “kind chief” with a firm belief in his good heart - should people be killed far that?


    He is a man quite indifferent as to the fate of Russia. When the battleship Petropavlovsk went down, Makaroff perished; Nicholas II. was told about it.


    “I know it already,” replied your chief, and began to shoot crows through the window with a Monte Cristo gun. This is related by an adjutant of his.


    Should I remind you about Lao-Yan, Mukden, Tsushima - the third national catastrophe?


    During the reign of Nicholas II. as many Russians have perished as in all the wars of the nineteenth century. As a murderer he has become more notorious for his bloodthirstiness than the famous Abdul-Hamid, whose bloody fame your Czar has surpassed.


    “The cunning Byzantine,” said a person closely connected with him, omitting to add:-


    “Who is cruel and indifferent to everything, except himself and his own life; let it always be sad, filled with the fear of death and remorse.”


    “But Russia continues to grow and expand,” you will say.


    You will see, no doubt, hour this question will be answered by a generation brought up in an atmosphere of “provocations,” executions, suicides,, robberies, thefts, under the influence and impression of such grandiose trials as the trials of the commissariat chiefs, the unearthing of the activities of the secret police; under the pressure of general cynicism, of Sadic, sickly cruelty. The new generation is growing up in an atmosphere which poisons one’s reason and conscience, and all this has been created by you.


    But whatever you do, the revolution is inevitable, and the law of November 9, which you praise so much, will accelerate it.


    It must be expected that the future revolution will not fail to strike down you - half-brutes - by its cruelty. There will be much in that revolution that is unhealthy, called forth from the depths of what is of the brute in man, for in the last five years you have done everything to make people lose all idea of the value of their own and other people’s lives; you have done everything to awaken the bestial element in man.


    You seek “pacification,” believing that it can be attained by imprisonment, hard labour, gallows; you have stored up a lot of anger in the country which will blow you to pieces.


    And when the future revolution will have turned into a “Russian mutiny, merciless and pitiless,” as Pushkin styled it; history will blame you for all these horrors, you who have lost your head from fear of being compelled to become Europeans. History will blame your half-witted, hypocritical Czar, suffering; from latent insanity, your Government which has lost every idea of right, honour, conscience and reason.


    You are far from being terrible and strong men, as it seems to you, when you collect together in a crowd. No; you are miserable, half-sickly people, with the blood of Asiatics and slaves in your veins, poisoning Russia by rotting alive; and you are doomed to die out.


    That Russia will live which has already renounced passive submission to another will and to the past, which will go to the West, accept its great experience, its forms of life, and which will live attentively following its work, revering its active Aryan culture which has set as its aim the unification of all mankind in one family.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    LETTER TO JOSEF STALIN
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    Gorky with Joseph Stalin near the Kremlin in 1931


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    Dear Iosif Vissarionovich:


    The emigre and bourgeois press bases its perception of Soviet reality almost entirely on the negative information which is published by our own press for self-criticism with the aim of education and agitation. The products of the these “individual journalists” of the bourgeois press are not as numerous and harmful as they are made out to be, in contrast to our own release of self-revealing facts and conclusions.


    By strongly emphasizing facts of a negative nature, we open ourselves up to our enemies, providing them an enormous amount of material, which they in turn very aptly use against us, compromising our party and our leadership in the eyes of Europe’s proletariat, compromising the very principle of the dictatorship of the working class, because the proletariat of Europe and America feeds on the bourgeois newspapers for the most part — and for this reason it cannot grasp our country’s cultural- revolutionary progress, our successes and achievements in industrialization, the enthusiasm of our working masses, and of their influence on the impoverished peasantry.


    It stands to reason, I do not think we can positively influence the attitude which the bourgeoisie has already formed towards the Union of Soviets, and I do know that European conditions are zealously raising the revolutionary consciousness of the European proletariat.


    I also know that the one-sidedness of our treatment of reality — created by us — exerts an extremely unhealthy influence on our young people.


    In their letters, and in their conversations with me, it seems that today’s youth displays an extremely pessimistic mood. This mood is very natural. Direct knowledge of reality of our youth from the central areas, especially our provinces is limited, insignificant. To acquaint themselves with what is going on they turn to the newspapers.


    It is furthermore imperative to put the propaganda of atheism on solid ground. You won’t achieve much with the weapons of Marx and materialism, as we have seen. Materialism and religion are two different planes and they don’t coincide. If a fool speaks from the heavens and the sage from a factory — they won’t understand one another. The sage needs to hit the fool with his stick, with his weapon.


    For this reason, there should be courses set up at the Communist Academy which would not only treat the history of religion, and mainly the history of the Christian church, i.e., the study of church history as politics.


    We need to know the “fathers of the church,” the apologists of Christianity, especially indispensable to the study of the history of Catholicism, the most powerful and intellectual church organization whose political significance is quite clear. We need to know the history of church schisms, heresies, the Inquisition, the “religious” wars, etc. Every quotation by a believer is easily countered with dozens of theological quotations which contradict it.


    We cannot do without an edition of the “Bible” with critical commentaries from the Tubingen school and books on criticism of biblical texts, which could bring a very useful “confusion into the minds” of believers.


    There is a fine role to be played here by a popular book on the Taborites and the Husite movements. It would be useful to introduce here “The history of the peasant wars in Germany,” the old book by Zimmerman. Carefully edited, it would be very useful for the minds.


    It is necessary to produce a book on the church’s struggle against science.


    Our youth is very poorly informed on questions of this nature. The “tendency” toward a religious disposition is very noticeable — a natural result of developing individualism. At this time, as always, the young are in a hurry to find “the definitive answer.”


    
      

    

  


  
    The Autobiographies
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    Gorky Central Park of Culture and Leisure — the amusement park in Moscow, named after Maxim Gorky.
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    Another view of the park


    
      

    

  


  
    MY CHILDHOOD
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    Anonymous Translation — The Century Co. 1915 edition


    
      
    


    My Childhood was first published in 1913 and is the opening section of an autobiographical trilogy by the renowned author. The work details Gorky’s harsh, difficult and often brutal early life, which was highly influential on his later politics, novels and plays. The subsequent books in the trilogy are My Apprenticeship and My University Days, which relay the writer’s development into adulthood. My Childhood is a beautifully descriptive and insightful collection of memories and events that increase the reader’s understanding of Gorky as an activist and author. He recalls his mother’s absence after the death of his father when the writer was only five years old and his years living with his grandparents. He suffered profoundly at the hands of a cruel, violent and belligerent grandfather, who beat the young boy unconscious. The author describes his grandfather’s house seething with ‘mutual hostility’ and early in the work he describes a violent tussle at the house between his uncles over the inheritance of property from their father. The cruelty of his grandfather is evident in the immense pleasure he is described as taking in the beatings and whippings he inflicted on the young boys in his care.


    While much of the work recounts a hard and impoverished life in tough and uncompromising environment, it is clear that Gorky’s grandmother was a positive and incredible important influence on his life. Despite her marriage to a vicious and cruel man, she managed to retain her humanity and often revelled in moments of happiness and joy. She is described as a woman that loved to dance and who managed, despite everything, to continue to believe in a loving, kind and life-affirming God. She would recite Russian folk tales to her young grandson and Gorky remembers her as being absolutely incapable of telling lies or even understanding why anyone would be prone to deception and the spreading of falsehoods. However, either through wilful blindness or as just another aspect of her survival instinct, she ignored the social reality of the poor and believed that everything was fine. It was an attitude her grandson refused to adopt. One of the greatest strengths of Gorky’s autobiography is the description and depiction of a life whose brutality and privations were known to millions of Russians and working class people across the globe.
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    Chapter I


    
      
    


    IN a narrow, darkened room, my father, dressed in a white and unusually long garment, lay on the floor under the window. The toes of his bare feet were curiously extended, and the fingers of the still hands, which rested peacefully upon his breast, were curved; his merry eyes were tightly closed by the black disks of two copper coins; the light had gone out of his still face, and I was frightened by the ugly way he showed his teeth.


    My mother, only half clad in a red petticoat, knelt and combed my father’s long, soft hair, from his brow to the nape of his neck, with the same black comb which I loved to use to tear the rind of watermelons; she talked unceasingly in her low, husky voice, and it seemed as if her swollen eyes must be washed away by the incessant flow of tears.


    Holding me by the hand was my grandmother, who had a big, round head, large eyes, and a nose like a sponge a dark, tender, wonderfully interesting person. She also was weeping, and her grief formed a fitting accompaniment to my mother’s, as, shuddering the while, she pushed me towards my father; but I, terrified and uneasy, obstinately tried to hide myself against her. I had never seen grown-up people cry before, and I did not understand the words which my grandmother uttered again and again:


    “Say good-by to daddy. You will never see him any more. He is dead before his time.”


    I had been very ill, had only just left my bed in fact, and I remember perfectly well that at the beginning of my illness my father used to merrily bustle about me. Then he suddenly disappeared and his place was taken by my grandmother, a stranger to me.


    “Where did you come from?” I asked her.


    “From up there, from Nijni,” she answered; “but I did not walk here, I came by boat. One does not walk on water, you little imp.”


    This was ludicrous, incomprehensible, and untrue; upstairs there lived a bearded, gaudy Persian, and in the cellar an old, yellow Kalmuck who sold sheepskins. One could get upstairs by riding on the banisters, or if one fell that way, one could roll. I knew this by experience. But where was there room for water? It was all untrue and delightfully muddled.


    “And why am I a little imp?”


    “Why? Because you are so noisy,” she said, laughing.


    She spoke sweetly, merrily, melodiously, and from the very first day I made friends with her; all I wanted now was for her to make haste and take me out of that room.


    My mother pressed me to her; her tears and groans created in me a strange feeling of disquietude. It was the first time I had seen her like this. She had always appeared a stern woman of few words; neat, glossy, and strongly built like a horse, with a body of almost savage strength, and terribly strong arms. But now she was swollen and palpitating, and utterly desolate. Her hair, which was always coiled so neatly about her head, with her large, gaily trimmed cap, was tumbled about her bare shoulders, fell over her face, and part of it which remained plaited, trailed across my father’s sleeping face. Although I had been in the room a long time she had not once looked at me; she could do nothing but dress my father’s hair, sobbing and choking with tears the while.


    Presently some swarthy gravediggers and a soldier peeped in at the door.


    The latter shouted angrily:


    “Clear out now! Hurry up!”


    The window was curtained by a dark shawl, which the wind inflated like a sail. I knew this because one day my father had taken me out in a sailing-boat, and without warning there had come a peal of thunder. He laughed, and holding me against his knees, cried, “It is nothing. Don’t be frightened, Luke!”


    Suddenly my mother threw herself heavily on the floor, but almost at once turned over on her back, dragging her hair in the dust; her impassive, white face had become livid, and showing her teeth like my father, she said in a terrible voice, “Close the door! ... Alexis ... go away!”


    Thrusting me on one side, grandmother rushed to the door crying:


    “Friends! Don’t be frightened; don’t interfere, but go away, for the love of Christ. This is not cholera but childbirth. ... I beg of you to go, good people!”


    I hid myself in a dark corner behind a box, and thence I saw how my mother writhed upon the floor, panting and gnashing her teeth; and grandmother, kneeling beside her, talked lovingly and hopefully.


    “In the name of the Father and of the Son ...! Be patient, Varusha! Holy Mother of God! ... Our Defense ...!”


    I was terrified. They crept about on the floor close to my father, touching him, groaning and shrieking, and he remained unmoved and actually smiling. This creeping about on the floor lasted a long time; several times my mother stood up, only to fall down again, and grandmother rolled in and out of the room like a large, black, soft ball. All of a sudden a child cried.


    “Thank God!” said grandmother. “It is a boy!” And she lighted a candle.


    I must have fallen asleep in the corner, for I remember nothing more.


    The next impression which my memory retains is a deserted corner in a cemetery on a rainy day. I am standing by a slippery mound of sticky earth and looking into the pit wherein they have thrown the coffin of my father. At the bottom there is a quantity of water, and there are also frogs, two of which have even jumped on to the yellow lid of the coffin.


    At the graveside were myself, grandmother, a drenched sexton, and two cross gravediggers with shovels.


    We were all soaked with the warm rain which fell in fine drops like glass beads.


    “Fill in the grave,” commanded the sexton, moving away.


    Grandmother began to cry, covering her face with a corner of the shawl which she wore for a head-covering. The gravediggers, bending nearly double, began to fling the lumps of earth on the coffin rapidly, striking the frogs, which were leaping against the sides of the pit, down to the bottom.


    “Come along, Lenia,” said grandmother, taking hold of my shoulder; but having no desire to depart, I wriggled out of her hands.


    “What next, O Lord?” grumbled grandmother, partly to me, and partly to God, and she remained for some time silent, with her head drooping dejectedly.


    The grave was filled in, yet still she stood there, till the gravediggers threw their shovels to the ground with a resounding clangor, and a breeze suddenly arose and died away, scattering the raindrops; then she took me by the hand and led me to a church some distance away, by a path which lay between a number of dark crosses.


    “Why don’t you cry?” she asked, as we came away from the burial-ground. “You ought to cry.”


    “I don’t want to,” was my reply.


    “Well, if you don’t want to, you need not,” she said gently.


    This greatly surprised me, because I seldom cried, and when I did it was more from anger than sorrow; moreover, my father used to laugh at my tears, while my mother would exclaim, “Don’t you dare to cry!”


    After this we rode in a droshky through a broad but squalid street, between rows of houses which were painted dark red.


    As we went along, I asked grandmother, “Will those frogs ever be able to get out?”


    “Never!” she answered. “God bless them!” I reflected that my father and my mother never spoke so often or so familiarly of God.


    A few days later my mother and grandmother took me aboard a steamboat, where we had a tiny cabin.


    My little brother Maxim was dead, and lay on a table in the corner, wrapped in white and wound about with red tape. Climbing on to the bundles and trunks I looked out of the porthole, which seemed to me exactly like the eye of a horse. Muddy, frothy water streamed unceasingly down the pane. Once it dashed against the glass with such violence that it splashed me, and I involuntarily jumped back to the floor.


    “Don’t be afraid,” said grandmother, and lifting me lightly in her kind arms, restored me to my place on the bundles.


    A gray, moist fog brooded over the water; from time to time a shadowy land was visible in the distance, only to be obscured again by the fog and the foam. Everything about us seemed to vibrate, except my mother who, with her hands folded behind her head, leaned against the wall fixed and still, with a face that was grim and hard as iron, and as expressionless. Standing thus, mute, with closed eyes, she appeared to me as an absolute stranger. Her very frock was unfamiliar to me.


    More than once grandmother said to her softly “Varia, won’t you have something to eat?”


    My mother neither broke the silence nor stirred from her position.


    Grandmother spoke to me in whispers, but to rm mother she spoke aloud, and at the same time cau tiously and timidly, and very seldom. I thought she was afraid of her, which was quite intelligible, am seemed to draw us closer together.


    “Saratov!” loudly and fiercely exclaimed my mother with startling suddenness. “Where is the sailor?”


    Strange, new words to me! Saratov? Sailor?


    A broad-shouldered, gray-headed individual dressed in blue now entered, carrying a small box which grand mother took from him, and in which she proceeded t( place the body of my brother. Having done this she bore the box and its burden to the door on her out stretched hands; but, alas! being so stout she could only get through the narrow doorway of the cabin sideways, and now halted before it in ludicrous uncer tainty.


    “Really, Mama!” exclaimed my mother impatiently, taking the tiny coffin from her. Then they both disappeared, while I stayed behind in the cabin regarding the man in blue.


    “Well, mate, so the little brother has gone?” he said, bending down to me.


    “Who are you?”


    “I am a sailor.”


    “And who is Saratov?”


    “Saratov is a town. Look out of the window. There it is!”


    Observed from the window, the land seemed to oscillate; and revealing itself obscurely and in a fragmentary fashion, as it lay steaming in the fog, it reminded me of a large piece of bread just cut off a hot loaf.


    “Where has grandmother gone to?”


    “To bury her little grandson.”


    “Are they going to bury him in the ground?”


    “Yes, of course they are.”


    I then told the sailor about the live frogs that had been buried with my father.


    He lifted me up, and hugging and kissing me, cried, “Oh, my poor little fellow, you don’t understand. It is not the frogs who are to be pitied, but your mother. Think how she is bowed down by her sorrow.”


    Then came a resounding howl overhead. Having already learned that it was the steamer which made this noise, I was not afraid; but the sailor hastily set me down on the floor and darted away, exclaiming, “I must run!”


    The desire to escape seized me. I ventured out of the door. The dark, narrow space outside was empty, and not far away shone the brass on the steps of the staircase. Glancing upwards, I saw people with wallets and bundles in their hands, evidently going off the boat. This meant that I must go off too.


    But when I appeared in front of the gangway, amidst the crowd of peasants, they all began to yell at me.


    “Who does he belong to? Who do you belong to?’


    No one knew.


    For a long time they jostled and shook and poked me about, until the gray-haired sailor appeared and seized me, with the explanation:


    “It is the Astrakhan boy from the cabin.”


    And he ran off with me to the cabin, deposited me on the bundles and went away, shaking his finger at me, as he threatened, “I’ll give you something!”


    The noise overhead became less and less. The boat had ceased to vibrate, or to be agitated by the motion of the water. The window of the cabin was shut in by damp walls; within it was dark, and the air was stifling. It seemed to me that the very bundles grew larger and began to press upon me; it was all horrible, and I began to wonder if I was going to be left alone forever in that empty boat.


    I went to the door, but it would not open; the brass handle refused to turn, so I took a bottle of milk and with all my force struck at it. The only result was that the bottle broke and the milk spilled over my legs, and trickled into my boots. Crushed by this failure, I threw myself on the bundles crying softly, and so fell asleep.


    When I awoke the boat was again in motion, and the window of the cabin shone like the sun.


    Grandmother, sitting near me, was combing her hair and muttering something with knitted brow. She had an extraordinary amount of hair which fell over her shoulders and breast to her knees, and even touched the floor. It was blue-black. Lifting it up from the floor with one hand and holding it with difficulty, she introduced an almost toothless wooden comb into its thick strands. Her lips were twisted, her dark eyes sparkled fiercely, while her face, encircled in that mass of hair, looked comically small. Her expression was almost malignant, but when I asked her why she had such long hair she answered in her usual mellow, tender voice:


    “Surely God gave it to me as a punishment. ... Even when it is combed, just look at it! ... When I was young I was proud of my mane, but now I am old I curse it. But you go to sleep. It is quite early. The sun has only just risen.”


    “But I don’t want to go to sleep again.”


    “Very well, then don’t go to sleep,” she agreed at once, plaiting her hair and glancing at the berth on which my mother lay rigid, with upturned face. “How did you smash that bottle last evening? Tell me about it quietly.”


    So she always talked, using such peculiarly harmonious words that they took root in my memory like fragrant, bright, everlasting flowers. When she smiled the pupils of her dark, luscious eyes dilated and beamed with an inexpressible charm, and her strong white teeth gleamed cheerfully. Apart from her multitudinous wrinkles and her swarthy complexion, she had a youthful and brilliant appearance. What spoiled her was her bulbous nose, with its distended nostrils, and red lips, caused by her habit of taking pinches of snuff from her black snuff-box mounted with silver, and by her fondness for drink. Everything about her was dark, but within she was luminous with an inextinguishable, joyful and ardent flame, which revealed itself in her eyes. Although she was bent, almost humpbacked, in fact, she moved lightly and softly, for all the world like a huge cat, and was just as gentle as that caressing animal.


    Until she came into my life I seemed to have been asleep, and hidden away in obscurity; but when she appeared she woke me and led me to the light of day.


    Connecting all my impressions by a single thread, she wove them into a pattern of many colors, thus making herself my friend for life, the being nearest my heart, the dearest and best known of all; while her disinterested love for all creation enriched me, and built up the strength needful for a hard life.


    Forty years ago boats traveled slowly; we were a long time getting to Nijni, and I shall never forget those days almost overladen with beauty.


    Good weather had set in. From morning till night I was on the deck with grandmother, under a clear sky, gliding between the autumn-gilded shores of the Volga, without hurry, lazily; and, with many resounding groans, as she rose and fell on the gray-blue water, a barge attached by a long rope was being drawn along by the bright red steamer. The barge was gray, and reminded me of a wood-louse.


    Unperceived, the sun floated over the Volga. Every hour we were in the midst of fresh scenes; the green hills rose up like rich folds on earth’s sumptuous vesture; on the shore stood towns and villages; the golden autumn leaves floated on the water.


    “Look how beautiful it all is!” grandmother exclaimed every minute, going from one side of the boat to the other, with a radiant face, and eyes wide with joy. Very often, gazing at the shore, she would forget me; she would stand on the deck, her hands folded on her breast, smiling and in silence, with her eyes full of tears. I would tug at her skirt of dark, sprigged linen.


    “Ah!” she would exclaim, starting. “I must have fallen asleep, and begun to dream.”


    “But why are you crying?”


    “For joy and for old age, my dear,” she would reply, smiling. “I am getting old, you know sixty years have passed over my head.”


    And taking a pinch of snuff, she would begin to tell me some wonderful stories about kind-hearted brigands, holy people, and all sorts of wild animals and evil spirits.


    She would tell me these stories softly, mysteriously, with her face close to mine, fixing me with her dilated eyes, thus actually infusing into me the strength which was growing within me. The longer she spoke, or rather sang, the more melodiously flowed her words. It was inexpressibly pleasant to listen to her.


    I would listen and beg for another, and this is what I got:


    “In the stove there lives an old goblin; once he got a splinter into his paw, and rocked to and fro whimpering, ‘Oh, little mice, it hurts very much; oh, little mice, I can’t bear it!’”


    Raising her foot, she took it in her hands and wagged it from side to side, wrinkling up her face so funnily, just as if she herself had been hurt.


    The sailors who stood round bearded, good-natured men listening and laughing, and praising the stories, would say:


    “Now, Grandmother, give us another.”


    Afterwards they would say:


    “Come and have supper with us.”


    At supper they regaled her with vodka, and me with water-melon; this they did secretly, for there went to and fro on the boat a man who forbade the eating of fruit, and used to take it away and throw it in the river. He was dressed like an official, and was always drunk; people kept out of his sight.


    On rare occasions my mother came on deck, and stood on the side farthest from us. She was always silent. Her large, well-formed body, her grim face, her heavy crown of plaited, shining hair all about her was compact and solid, and she appeared to me as if she were enveloped in a fog or a transparent cloud, out of which she looked unamiably with her gray eyes, which were as large as grandmother’s.


    Once she exclaimed sternly:


    “People are laughing at you, Mama!”


    “God bless them!” answered grandmother, quite unconcerned. “Let them laugh, and good luck to ‘em.”


    I remember the childish joy grandmother showed at the sight of Nijni. Taking my hand, she dragged me to the side, crying:


    “Look! Look how beautiful it is! That’s Nijni, that is! There ‘s something heavenly about it. Look at the church too. Doesn’t it seem to have wings’?” And she turned to my mother, nearly weeping. “Varusha, look, won’t you? Come here! You seem to have forgotten all about it. Can’t you show a little gladness?”


    My mother, with a frown, smiled bitterly.


    When the boat arrived outside the beautiful town between two rivers blocked by vessels, and bristling with hundreds of slender masts, a large boat containing many people was drawn alongside it. Catching the boat-hook in the gangway, one after another the passengers came on board. A short, wizened man, dressed in black, with a red-gold beard, a bird-like nose, and green eyes, pushed his way in front of the others.


    “Papa!” my mother cried in a hoarse, loud voice, as she threw herself into his arms; but he, taking her face in his little red hands and hastily patting her cheeks, cried:


    “Now, silly! What’s the matter with you? . . .”


    Grandmother embraced and kissed them all at once, turning round and round like a peg-top; she pushed me towards them, saying quickly:


    “Now make haste! This is Uncle Michael, this is Jaakov, this is Aunt Natalia, these are two brothers both called Sascha, and their sister Katerina. This is all our family. Isn’t it a large one?”


    Grandfather said to her:


    “Are you quite well, Mother?” and they kissed each other three times.


    He then drew me from the dense mass of people, and laying his hand on my head, asked:


    “And who may you be?”


    “I am the Astrakhan boy from the cabin.”


    “What on earth is he talking about?” Grandfather turned to my mother, but without waiting for an answer, shook me and said: “You are a chip of the old block. Get into the boat.”


    Having landed, the crowd of people wended its way up the hill by a road paved with rough cobblestones between two steep slopes covered with trampled grass.


    Grandfather and mother went in front of us all. He was a head shorter than she was, and walked with little hurried steps; while she, looking down on him from her superior height, appeared literally to float beside him. After them walked dark, sleek-haired Uncle Michael, wizened like grandfather, bright and curly-headed Jaakov, some fat women in brightly colored dresses, and six children, all older than myself and all very, quiet. I was with grandmother and little Aunt Natalia. Pale, blue-eyed and stout, she frequently stood still, panting and whispering:


    “Oh, I can’t go any farther!”


    “Why did they trouble you to come?” grumbled grandmother angrily. “They are a silly lot!”


    I did not like either the grown-up people nor the children; I felt myself to be a stranger in their midst even grandmother had somehow become estranged and distant.


    Most of all I disliked my uncle; I felt at once that he was my enemy, and I was conscious of a certain feeling of cautious curiosity towards him.


    We had now arrived at the end of our journey.


    At the very top, perched on the right slope, stood the first building in the street a squat, one-storied house, decorated with dirty pink paint, with a narrow over-hanging roof and bow-windows. Looked at from the street it appeared to be a large house, but the interior, with its gloomy, tiny rooms, was cramped. Everywhere, as on the landing-stage, angry people strove together, and a vile smell pervaded the whole place.


    I went out into the yard. That also was unpleasant. It was strewn with large, wet cloths and lumbered with tubs, all containing muddy water, of the same hue, in which other cloths lay soaking. In the corner of a half-tumbled-down shed the logs burned brightly in a stove, upon which something was boiling or baking, and an unseen person uttered these strange words:


    “Santaline, fuchsin, vitriol!”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    Chapter II


    
      
    


    THEN began and flowed on with astonishing rapidity an intense, varied, inexpressibly strange life. It reminded me of a crude story, well told by a good-natured but irritatingly truthful genius. Now, in recalling the past, I myself find it difficult to believe, at this distance of time, that things really were as they were, and I have longed to dispute or reject the facts the cruelty of the drab existence of an unwelcome relation is too painful to contemplate. But truth is stronger than pity, and besides, I am writing not about myself but about that narrow, stifling environment of unpleasant impressions in which lived aye, and to this day lives the average Russian of this class.


    My grandfather’s house simply seethed with mutual hostility; all the grown people were infected and even the children were inoculated with it. I had learned, from overhearing grandmother’s conversation, that my mother arrived upon the very day when her brothers demanded the distribution of the property from their father. Her unexpected return made their desire for this all the keener and stronger, because they were afraid that my mother would claim the dowry intended for her, but withheld by my grandfather because she had married secretly and against his wish. My uncles considered that this dowry ought to be divided amongst them all. Added to this, they had been quarreling violently for a long time among themselves as to who should open a workshop in the town, or on the Oka in the village of Kunavin.


    One day, very shortly after our arrival, a quarrel broke out suddenly at dinner-time. My uncles started to their feet and, leaning across the table, began to shout and yell at grandfather, snarling and shaking themselves like dogs; and grandfather, turning very red, rapped on the table with a spoon and cried in a piercing tone of voice, like the crowing of a cock: “I will turn you out of doors!”


    With her face painfully distorted, grandmother said: “Give them what they ask, Father; then you will have some peace.”


    “Be quiet, simpleton!” shouted my grandfather with flashing eyes; and it was wonderful, seeing how small he was, that he could yell with such deafening effect.


    My mother rose from the table, and going calmly to the window, turned her back upon us all.


    Suddenly Uncle Michael struck his brother on the face with the back of his hand. The latter, with a howl of rage, grappled with him; both rolled on the floor growling, gasping for breath and abusing each other. The children began to cry, and my Aunt Natalia, who was with child, screamed wildly; my mother seized her round the body and dragged her somewhere out of the way; the lively little nursemaid, Eugenia, drove the children out of the kitchen; chairs were knocked down; the young, broad-shouldered foreman, Tsiganok, sat on Uncle Michael’s back, while the head of the works, Gregory Ivanovitch, a bald-headed, bearded man with colored spectacles, calmly bound up my uncle’s hands with towels.


    Turning his head and letting his thin, straggly, black beard trail on the floor, Uncle Michael cursed horribly, and grandfather, running round the table, exclaimed bitterly: “And these are brothers! ... Blood relations! ... Shame on you!”


    At the beginning of the quarrel I had jumped on to the stove in terror; and thence, with painful amazement, I had watched grandmother as she washed Uncle Jaakov’s battered face in a small basin of water, while he cried and stamped his feet, and she said in a sad voice: “Wicked creatures! You are nothing better than a family of wild beasts. When will you come to your senses’?”


    Grandfather, dragging his torn shirt over his shoulder, called out to her: “So you have brought wild animals into the world, eh, old woman?”


    When Uncle Jaakov went out, grandmother retired to a corner and, quivering with grief, prayed: “Holy Mother of God, bring my children to their senses.”


    Grandfather stood beside her, and, glancing at the table, on which everything was upset or spilled, said softly:


    “When you think of them, Mother, and then of the little one they pester Varia about ... who has the best nature?”


    “Hold your tongue, for goodness sake! Take off that shirt and I will mend it ... .” And laying the palms of her hands on his head, grandmother kissed his forehead; and he so small compared to her pressing his face against her shoulder, said:


    “We shall have to give them their shares, Mother, that is plain.”


    “Yes, Father, it will have to be done.”


    Then they talked for a long time; amicably at first, but it was not long before grandfather began to scrape his feet on the floor like a cock before a fight, and holding up a threatening finger to grandmother, said in a fierce whisper:


    “I know you! You love them more than me. ... And what is your Mischka? a Jesuit! And Jaaschka a Freemason! And they live on me. ... Hangers-on! That is all they are.”


    Uneasily turning on the stove, I knocked down an iron, which fell with a crash like a thunder-clap.


    Grandfather jumped up on the step, dragged me down, and stared at me as if he now saw me for the first time.


    “Who put you on the stove? Your mother?”


    “I got up there by myself.”


    “You are lying!”


    “No I ‘m not. I did get up there by myself. I was frightened.”


    He pushed me away from him, lightly striking me on the head with the palm of his hand.


    “Just like your father! Get out of my sight!”


    And I was only too glad to run out of the kitchen.


    I was very well aware that grandfather’s shrewd, sharp green eyes followed me everywhere, and I was afraid of him. I remember how I always wished to hide myself from that fierce glance. It seemed to me that grandfather was malevolent; he spoke to every one mockingly and offensively, and, being provocative, did his best to put every one else out of temper.


    “Ugh! Tou!” he exclaimed frequently.


    The long-drawn-out sound “U-gh!” always reminds me of a sensation of misery and chill. In the recreation hour, the time for evening tea, when he, my uncles and the workmen came into the kitchen from the workshop weary, with their hands stained with santaline and burnt by sulphuric acid, their hair bound with linen bands, all looking like the dark-featured icon in the corner of the kitchen in that hour of dread my grandfather used to sit opposite to me, arousing the envy of the other grandchildren by speaking to me oftener than to them. Everything about him was trenchant and to the point. His heavy satin waistcoat embroidered with silk was old; his much-scrubbed shirt of colored cotton was crumpled; great patches flaunted themselves on the knees of his trousers; and yet he seemed to be dressed with more cleanliness and more refinement than his sons, who wore false shirtfronts and silk neckties.


    Some days after our arrival he set me to learn the prayers. All the other children were older than myself, and were already being taught to read and write by the clerk of Uspenski Church. Timid Aunt Natalia used to teach me softly. She was a woman with a childlike countenance, and such transparent eyes that it seemed to me that, looking into them, one might see what was inside her head. I loved to look into those eyes of hers without shifting my gaze and without blinking; they used to twinkle as she turned her head away and said very softly, almost in a whisper: “That will do. ... Now please say ‘Our Father, which art in Heaven, hallowed be Thy name ... .’ “ And if I asked, “What does ‘hallowed be Thy name’ mean?” she would glance round timidly and admonish me thus: “Don’t ask questions. It is wrong. Just say after me ‘Our Father . . .’’


    Her words troubled me. Why was it wrong to ask questions’? The words “hallowed be Thy name” acquired a mysterious significance in my mind, and I purposely mixed them up in every possible way.


    But my aunt, pale and almost exhausted, patiently cleared her throat, which was always husky, and said, “No, that is not right. Just say fallowed be Thy name.’ It is plain enough.”


    But my aunt, pale and almost exhausted, patiently irritated me, and hindered me from remembering the prayer.


    One day my grandfather inquired:


    “Well, Oleysha, what have you been doing today?,. Playing? The bruises on your forehead told me as much. Bruises are got cheaply. And how about ‘Our Father? Have you learnt it?”


    “He has a very bad memory,” said my aunt softly.


    Grandfather smiled as if he were glad, lifting his sandy eyebrows. “And what of it? He must be whipped; that ‘s all.”


    And again he turned to me.


    “Did your father ever whip you?”


    As I did not know what he was talking about, I was silent, but my mother replied:


    “No, Maxim never beat him, and what is more, forbade me to do so.”


    “And why, may I ask?”


    “He said that beating is not education.”


    “He was a fool about everything that Maxim. May God forgive me for speaking so of the dead!” exclaimed grandfather distinctly and angrily. He saw at once that these words enraged me. “What is that sullen face for?’ he asked. “Ugh! ... Ton! . . .” And smoothing down his reddish, silver-streaked hair, he added:’ “And this very Saturday I am going to give Sascha a hiding.”


    “What is a hiding?” I asked.


    They all laughed, and grandfather said: “Wait a bit, and you shall see.”


    In secret I pondered over the word “hiding.” Apparently it had the same meaning as to whip and beat. I had seen people beat horses, dogs and cats, and in Astrakhan the soldiers used to beat the Persians; but I had never before seen any one beat little children. Yet here my uncles hit their own children over the head and shoulders, and they bore it without resentment, merely rubbing the injured part; and if I asked them whether they were hurt, they always answered bravely:


    “No, not a bit.”


    Then there was the famous story of the thimble.


    In the evenings, from tea-time to supper-time, my uncles and the head workman used to sew portions of dyed material into one piece, to which they affixed tickets. Wishing to play a trick on half-blind Gregory, Uncle Michael had told his nine-year-old nephew to make his thimble red-hot in the candle-flame. Sascha heated the thimble in the snuffers, made it absolutely red-hot, and contriving, without attracting attention, to place it close to Gregory’s hand, hid himself by the stove; but as luck would have it, grandfather himself came in at that very moment and, sitting down to work, slipped his finger into the red-hot thimble.


    Hearing the tumult, I ran into the kitchen, and I shall never forget how funny grandfather looked nursing his burnt finger as he jumped about and shrieked:


    “Where is the villain who played this trick?”


    Uncle Michael, doubled up under the table, snatched up the thimble and blew upon it; Gregory unconcernedly went on sewing, while the shadows played on his enormous bald patch. Then Uncle Jaakov rushed in, and, hiding himself in the corner by the stove, stood there quietly laughing; grandmother busied herself with grating up raw potatoes.


    “Sascha Jaakov did it!” suddenly exclaimed Uncle Michael.


    “Liar!” cried Jaakov, darting out from behind the stove.


    But his son, from one of the corners, wept and wailed:


    “Papa! don’t believe him. He showed me how to do it himself.”


    My uncles began to abuse each other, but grandfather all at once grew calm, put a poultice of grated potatoes on his finger, and silently went out, taking me with him.


    They all said that Uncle Michael was to blame. I asked naturally if he would be whipped, or get a hiding.


    “He ought to,” answered grandfather, with a side-long glance at me.


    Uncle Michael, striking his hand upon the table, bawled at my mother: “Varvara, make your pup hold his jaw before I knock his head off.”


    “Go on, then; try to lay your hands on him!” replied my mother. And no one said another word.


    She had a gift of pushing people out of her way, brushing them aside as it were, and making them feel very small by a few brief words like these. It was perfectly clear to me that they were all afraid of her; even grandfather spoke to her more quietly than he spoke to the others. It gave me great satisfaction to observe this, and in my pride I used to say openly to my cousins: “My mother is a match for all of them.” And they did not deny it.


    But the events which happened on Saturday diminished my respect for my mother.


    By Saturday I also had had time to get into trouble. I was fascinated by the ease with which the grown-up people changed the color of different materials; they took something yellow, steeped it in black dye, and it came out dark blue. They laid a piece of gray stuff in reddish water and it was dyed mauve. It was quite simple, yet to me it was inexplicable. I longed to dye something myself, and I confided my desire to Sascha Yaakovitch, a thoughtful boy, always in favor with his elders, always good-natured, obliging, and ready to wait upon every one.


    The adults praised him highly for his obedience and his cleverness, but grandfather looked on him with no favorable eye, and used to say:


    “An artful beggar that!”


    Thin and dark, with prominent, watchful eyes, Sascha Yaakov used to speak in a low, rapid voice, as if his words were choking him, and all the while he talked he glanced fearfully from side to side as if he were ready to run away and hide himself on the slightest pretext. The pupils of his hazel eyes were stationary except when he was excited, and then they became merged into the whites. I did not like him. I much preferred the despised idler, Sascha Michailovitch. He was a quiet boy, with sad eyes and a pleasing smile, very like his kind mother. He had ugly, protruding teeth, with a double row in the upper jaw; and being very greatly concerned about this defect, he constantly had his fingers in his mouth, trying to loosen his back ones, very amiably allowing any one who chose to inspect them. But that was the only interesting thing about him. He lived a solitary life in a house swarming with people, loving to sit in the dim corners in the daytime, and at the window in the evening; quite happy if he could remain without speaking, with his face pressed against the pane for hours together, gazing at the flock of jackdaws which, now rising high above it, now sinking swiftly earthwards, in the red evening sky, circled round the dome of Uspenski Church, and finally, obscured by an opaque black cloud, disappeared somewhere, leaving a void behind them. When he had seen this he had no desire to speak of it, but a pleasant languor took possession of him.


    Uncle Jaakov’s Sascha, on the contrary, could talk about everything fluently and with authority, like a grown-up person. Hearing of my desire to learn the process of dyeing, he advised me to take one of the best white tablecloths from the cupboard and dye it blue.


    “White always takes the color better, I know,” he said very seriously.


    I dragged out a heavy tablecloth and ran with it to the yard, but I had no more than lowered the hem of it into the vat of dark-blue dye when Tsiganok flew at me from somewhere, rescued the cloth, and wringing it out with his rough hands, cried to my cousin, who had been looking on at my work from a safe place:


    “Call your grandmother quickly.”


    And shaking his black, dishevelled head ominously, he said to me:


    “You’ll catch it for this.”


    Grandmother came running on to the scene, wailing, and even weeping, at the sight, and scolded me in her ludicrous fashion:


    “Oh, you young pickle! I hope you will be spanked for this.”


    Afterwards, however, she said to Tsiganok: “You needn’t say anything about this to grandfather, Vanka. I’ll manage to keep it from him. Let us hope that something will happen to take up his attention.”


    Vanka replied in a preoccupied manner, drying his hands on his multi-colored apron:


    “Me? I shan’t tell: but you had better see that that Sascha doesn’t go and tell tales.”


    “I will give him something to keep him quiet,” said grandmother, leading me into the house.


    On Saturday, before vespers, I was called into the kitchen, where it was all dark and still. I remember the closely shut doors of the shed and of the room, and the gray mist of an autumn evening, and the heavy patter of rain. Sitting in front of the stove on a narrow bench, looking cross and quite unlike himself, was Tsiganok; grandfather, standing in the chimney corner, was taking long rods out of a pail of water, measuring them, putting them together, and flourishing them in the air with a shrill whistling sound. Grandmother, somewhere in the shadows, was taking snuff noisily and muttering:


    “Now you are in your element, tyrant!”


    Sascha Jaakov was sitting in a chair in the middle of the kitchen, rubbing his eyes with his knuckles, and whining like an old beggar in a voice quite unlike his usual voice:


    “Forgive me, for Christ’s sake. ...!”


    Standing by the chair, shoulder to shoulder, like wooden figures, stood the children of Uncle Michael, brother and sister.


    “When I have flogged you I will forgive you,” said grandfather, drawing a long, damp rod across his knuckles.


    “Now then ... take down your breeches!”


    He spoke very calmly, and neither the sound of his voice nor the noise made by the boy as he moved on the squeaky chair, nor the scraping of grandmother’s feet, broke the memorable stillness of that almost dark kitchen, under the low, blackened ceiling.


    Sascha stood up, undid his trousers, letting them down as far as his knees, then bending and holding them up with his hands, he stumbled to the bench. It was painful to look at him, and my legs also began to tremble.


    But worse was to come, when he submissively lay down on the bench face downwards, and Vanka, tying him to it by means of a wide towel placed under his arms and round his neck, bent under him and with black hands seized his legs by the ankles.


    “Lexei!” called grandfather. “Come nearer! Come! Don’t you hear me speaking to you? Look and see what a flogging is. ... One!”


    With a mild flourish he brought the rod down on the naked flesh, and Sascha set up a howl.


    “Rubbish!” said grandfather. “That’s nothing! ... But here ‘s something to make you smart.”


    And he dealt such blows that the flesh was soon in a state of inflammation and covered with great red weals, and my cousin gave a prolonged howl.


    “Isn’t it nice?” asked grandfather, as his hand rose and fell. “You don’t like it? ... That’s for the thimble!”


    When he raised his hand with a flourish my heart seemed to rise too, and when he let his hand fall something within me seemed to sink.


    “I won’t do it again,” squealed Sascha, in a dreadfully thin, weak voice, unpleasant to hear. “Didn’t I tell didn’t I tell about the tablecloth?”


    Grandfather answered calmly, as if he were reading the “Psalter”:


    “Tale-bearing is no justification. The informer gets whipped first, so take that for the tablecloth.”


    Grandmother threw herself upon me and seized my hand, crying: “I won’t allow Lexei to be touched! I won’t allow it, you monster!” And she began to kick the door, calling: “Varia! Varvara!”


    Grandfather darted across to her, threw her down, seized me and carried me to the bench. I struck at him with my fists, pulled his sandy beard, and bit his fingers. He bellowed and held me as in a vice. In the end, throwing me down on the bench, he struck me on the face.


    I shall never forget his savage cry: “Tie him up! I ‘m going to kill him!” nor my mother’s white face and great eyes as she ran along up and down beside the bench, shrieking:


    “Father! You mustn’t! Let me have him!”


    Grandfather flogged me till I lost consciousness, and I was unwell for some days, tossing about, face downwards, on a wide, stuffy bed, in a little room with one window and a lamp which was always kept burning before the case of icons in the corner. Those dark days had been the greatest in my life. In the course of them I had developed wonderfully, and I was conscious of a peculiar difference in myself. I began to experience a new solicitude for others, and I became so keenly alive to their sufferings and my own that it was almost as if my heart had been lacerated, and thus rendered sensitive.


    For this reason the quarrel between my mother and grandmother came as a great shock to me when grandmother, looking so dark and big in the narrow room, flew into a rage, and pushing my mother into the corner where the icons were, hissed:


    “Why didn’t you take him away?”


    “I was afraid.”


    “A strong, healthy creature like you! You ought to be ashamed of yourself, Varvara! I am an old woman and I am not afraid. For shame!”


    “Do leave off, Mother; I am sick of the whole business.”


    “No, you don’t love him! You have no pity for the poor orphan!”


    “I have been an orphan all my life,” said my mother, speaking loudly and sadly.


    After that they both cried for a long time, seated on a box in a corner, and then my mother said:


    “If it were not for Alexei, I would leave this place and go right away. I can’t go on living in this hell, Mother, I can’t! I haven’t the strength.”


    “Oh! My own flesh and blood!” whispered grandmother.


    I kept all this in my mind. Mother was weak, and, like the others, she was afraid of grandfather, and I was preventing her from leaving the house in which she found it impossible to live. It was very unfortunate. Before long my mother really did disappear from the house, going somewhere on a visit.


    Very soon after this, as suddenly as if he had fallen from the ceiling, grandfather appeared, and sitting on the bed, laid his ice-cold hands on my head.


    “How do you do, young gentleman? Come! answer me. Don’t sulk! Well”? What have you to say?”


    I had a great mind to kick away his legs, but it hurt me to move. His head, sandier than ever, shook from side to side uneasily; his bright eyes seemed to be looking for something on the wall as he pulled out of his pocket a gingerbread goat, a horn made of sugar, an apple and a cluster of purple raisins, which he placed on the pillow under my very nose.


    “There you are! There ‘s a present for you.”


    And he stooped and kissed me on the forehead.


    Then, stroking my head with those small, cruel hands, yellow-stained about the crooked, claw-like nails, he began to speak.


    “I left my mark on you then, my friend. You were very angry. You bit me and scratched me, and then I lost my temper too. However, it will do you no harm to have been punished more severely than you deserved. It will go towards next time. You must learn not to mind when people of your own family beat you. It is part of your training. It would be different if it came from an outsider, but from one of us it does not count. You must not allow outsiders to lay hands on you, but it is nothing coming from one of your own family. I suppose you think I was never flogged? Oleysha! I was flogged harder than you could ever imagine even in a bad dream. I was flogged so cruelly that God Himself might have shed tears to see it. And what was the result? I an orphan, the son of a poor mother have risen in my present position the head of a guild, and a master workman.”


    Bending his withered, well-knit body towards me, he began to tell me in vigorous and powerful language, with a felicitous choice of words, about the days of his childhood. His green eyes were very bright, and his golden hair stood rakishly on end as, deflecting his high-pitched voice, he breathed in my face.


    “You traveled here by steamboat ... steam will take you anywhere now; but when I was young I had to tow a barge up the Volga all by myself. The barge was in the water and I ran barefoot on the bank, which was strewn with sharp stones ... . Thus I went from early in the morning to sunset, with the sun beating fiercely on the back of my neck, and my head throbbing as if it were full of molten iron. And sometimes I was overcome by three kinds of ill-luck ... my poor little bones ached, but I had to keep on, and I could not see the way; and then my eyes brimmed over, and I sobbed my heart out as the tears rolled down. Ah! Oleysha! it won’t bear talking about.


    “I went on and on till the towing-rope slipped from me and I fell down on my face, and I was not sorry for it either! I rose up all the stronger. If I had not rested a minute I should have died.


    “That is the way we used to live then in the sight of God and of our Blessed Lord Jesus Christ. This is the way I took the measure of Mother Volga three times, from Simbirsk to Ribinsk, from there to Saratov, as far as Astrakhan and Markarev, to the Fair more than three thousand versts. And by the fourth year I had become a free waterman. I had shown my master what I was made of.”


    As he spoke he seemed to increase in size like a cloud before my very eyes, being transformed from a small, wizened old man to an individual of fabulous strength. Had he not pulled a great gray barge up the river all by himself? Now and again he jumped up from the bed and showed me how the barges traveled with the towing-rope round them, and how they pumped water, singing fragments of a song in a bass voice; then, youthfully springing back on the bed, to my ever-increasing astonishment, he would continue hoarsely and impressively.


    “Well, sometimes, Oleysha, on a summer’s evening when we arrived at Jigulak, or some such place at the foot of the green hills, we used to sit about lazily cooking our supper while the boatmen of the hill-country used to sing sentimental songs, and as soon as they began the whole crew would strike up, sending a thrill through one, and making the Volga seem as if it were running very fast like a horse, and rising up as high as the clouds; and all kinds of trouble seemed as nothing more than dust blown about by the wind. They sang till the porridge boiled over, for which the cook had to be flicked with a cloth. ‘Play as much as you please, but don’t forget your work,’ we said.”


    Several times people put their heads in at the door to call him, but each time I begged him not to go.


    And he laughingly waved them away, saying, “Wait a bit.”


    He stayed with me and told me stories until it was almost dark, and when, after an affectionate farewell, he left me, I had learned that he was neither malevolent nor formidable. It brought the tears into my eyes to remember that it was he who had so cruelly beaten me, but I could not forget it.


    This visit of my grandfather opened the door to others, and from morning till night there was always somebody sitting on my bed, trying to amuse me; I remember that this was not always either cheering or pleasant.


    Oftener than any of them came my grandmother, who slept in the same bed with me. But it was Tsiganok who left the clearest impression on me in those days. He used to appear in the evenings square-built, broad-chested, curly headed, dressed in his best clothes a gold-embroidered shirt, plush breeches, boots squeaking like a harmonium. His hair was glossy, his squinting, merry eyes gleamed under his thick eyebrows, and his white teeth under the shadow of his young mustache; his shirt glowed softly as if reflecting the red light of the image-lamp.


    “Look here!” he said, turning up his sleeve and displaying his bare arm to the elbow. It was covered with red scars. “Look how swollen it is; and it was worse yesterday it was very painful. When your grandfather flew into a rage and I saw that he was going to flog you, I put my arm in the way, thinking that the rod would break, and then while he was looking for another your grandmother or your mother could take you away and hide you. I am an old bird at the game, my child.”


    He laughed gently and kindly, and glancing again at the swollen arm, went on:


    “I was so sorry for you that I thought I should choke. It seemed such a shame! ... But he lashed away at you!”


    Snorting and tossing his head like a horse, he went on speaking about the affair. This childish simplicity seemed to draw him closer to me. I told him that I loved him very much, and he answered with a simplicity which always lives in my memory.


    “And I love you too! That is why I let myself be hurt because I love you. Do you think I would have done it for any one else”? I should be making a fool of myself.”


    Later on he gave me whispered instructions, glancing frequently at the door. “Next time he beats you don’t try to get away from him, and don’t struggle. It hurts twice as much if you resist. If you let yourself go he will deal lightly with you. Be limp and soft, and don’t scowl at him. Try and remember this; it is good advice.”


    “Surely he won’t whip me again!” I exclaimed.


    “Why, of course!” replied Tsiganok calmly. “Of course he will whip you again, and often too!”


    “But why?”


    “Because grandfather is on the watch for you.” And again he cautiously advised me: “When he whips you he brings the rod straight down. Well, if you lie there quietly he may possibly hold the rod lower so that it won’t break your skin ... . Now, do you understand? Move your body towards him and the rod, and it will be all the better for you.”


    Winking at me with his dark, squinting eyes, he added: “I know more about such matters than a policeman even. I have been beaten on my bare shoulders till the skin came off, my boy!”


    I looked at his bright face and remembered grandmother’s story of Ivan–Czarevitch and Ivanoshka-dourachka.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    Chapter III


    
      
    


    WHEN I was well again I realized that Tsiganok occupied an important position in the house-hold. Grandfather did not storm at him as he did at his sons, and would say behind his back, half — closing his eyes and nodding his head:


    “He is a good workman Tsiganok. Mark my words, he will get on; he will make his fortune.”


    My uncles too were polite and friendly with Tsiganok, and never played practical jokes on him as they did on the head workman, Gregory, who was the object of some insulting and spiteful trick almost every evening. Sometimes they made the handles of his scissors red-hot, or put a nail with the point upwards on the seat of his chair, or placed ready to his hand pieces of material all of the same color, so that when he, being half blind, had sewed them all into one piece, grandfather should scold him for it.


    One day when he had fallen asleep after dinner in the kitchen, they painted his face with fuchsin, and he had to go about for a long time a ludicrous and terrifying spectacle, with two round, smeared eyeglasses looking out dully from his gray beard, and his long, livid nose drooping dejectedly, like a tongue.


    They had an inexhaustible fund of such pranks, but the head workman bore it all in silence, only quackling softly, and taking care before he touched either the iron, the scissors, the needlework or the thimble, to moisten his fingers copiously with saliva. This became a habit with him, and even at dinner-time before he took up his knife and fork he slobbered over his fingers, causing great amusement to the children. When he was hurt, his large face broke into waves of wrinkles, which curiously glided over his forehead, and, raising his eyebrows, vanished mysteriously on his bald cranium.


    I do not remember how grandfather bore himself with regard to his sons’ amusements, but grandmother used to shake her fist at them, crying:


    “Shameless, ill-natured creatures!”


    But my uncles spoke evil of Tsiganok too behind his back; they made fun of him, found fault with his work, and called him a thief and an idler.


    I asked grandmother why they did this. She explained it to me without hesitation, and, as always, made the matter quite clear to me. “You see, each wants to take Vaniushka with him when he sets up in business for himself; that is why they run him down to each other. Say they, ‘He ‘s a bad workman’; but they don’t mean it. It is their artfulness. In addition to this, they are afraid that Vaniushka will not go with either of them, but will stay with grandfather, who always gets his own way, and might set up a third workshop with Ivanka, which would do your uncles no good. Now do you understand?” She laughed softly. “They are crafty about everything, setting God at naught; and grandfather, seeing their artfulness, teases them by saying: ‘I shall buy Ivan a certificate of exemption so that they won’t take him for a soldier. I can’t do without him.’ This makes them angry; it is just what they don’t want; besides, they grudge the money. Exemptions cost money.”


    I was living with grandmother again, as I had done on the steamer, and every evening before I fell asleep she used to tell me fairy stories, or tales about her life, which were just like a story. But she spoke about family affairs, such as the distribution of the property amongst the children, and grandfather’s purchase of a new house, lightly, in the character of a stranger regarding the matter from a distance, or at the most that of a neighbor, rather than that of the person next in importance to the head of the house.


    From her I learned that Tsiganok was a foundling; he had been found one wet night in early spring, on a bench in the porch.


    “There he lay,” said grandmother pensively and mysteriously, “hardly able to cry, for he was nearly numb with cold.”


    “But why do people abandon children?”


    “It is because the mother has no milk, or anything to feed her baby with. Then she hears that a child which has been born somewhere lately is dead, and she goes and leaves her own there.”


    She paused and scratched her head; then sighing and gazing at the ceiling, she continued:


    “Poverty is always the reason, Oleysha; and a kind of poverty which must not be talked about, for an unmarried girl dare not admit that she has a child people would cry shame upon her.


    “Grandfather wanted to hand Vaniushka over to the police, but I said ‘No, we will keep him ourselves to fill the place of our dead ones. For I have had eighteen children, you know. If they had all lived they would have filled a street eighteen new families! I was married at eighteen, you see, and by this time I had had fifteen children, but God so loved my flesh and blood that He took all of them all my little babies to the angels, and I was sorry and glad at the same time.”


    Sitting on the edge of the bed in her nightdress, huge and dishevelled, with her black hair falling about her, she looked like the bear which a bearded woodman from Cergatch had led into our yard not long ago.


    Making the sign of the cross on her spotless, snow-white breast, she laughed softly, always ready to make light of everything.


    “It was better for them to be taken, but hard for me to be left desolate, so I was delighted to have Ivanka but even now I feel the pain of my love for you, my little ones! ... Well, we kept him, and baptized him, and he still lives happily with us. At first I used to call him ‘Beetle,’ because he really did buzz sometimes, and went creeping and buzzing through the rooms just like a beetle. You must love him. He is a good soul.”


    I did love Ivan, and admired him inexpressibly. On Saturday when, after punishing the children for the transgressions of the week, grandfather went to vespers, we had an indescribably happy time in the kitchen.


    Tsiganok would get some cockroaches from the stove, make a harness of thread for them with great rapidity, cut out a paper sledge, and soon two pairs of black horses were prancing on the clean, smooth, yellow table. Ivan drove them at a canter, with a thin splinter of wood as a whip, and urged them on, shouting:


    “Now they have started for the Bishop’s house.”


    Then he gummed a small piece of paper to the back of one of the cockroaches and sent him to run behind the sledge.


    “We forgot the bag,” he explained. “The monk drags it with him as he runs. Now then, gee-up!”


    He tied the feet of another cockroach together with cotton, and as the insect hopped along, with its head thrust forward, he cried, clapping his hands:


    “This is the deacon coming out of the wine-shop to say vespers.”


    After this he showed us a mouse which stood up at the word of command, and walked on his hind legs, dragging his long tail behind him and blinking comically with his lively eyes, which were like black glass beads.


    He made friends of mice, and used to carry them about in his bosom, and feed them with sugar and kiss them.


    “Mice are clever creatures,” he used to say in a tone of conviction. “The house-goblin is very fond of them, and whoever feeds them will have all his wishes granted by the old hob-goblin.”


    He could do conjuring tricks with cards and coins too, and he used to shout louder than any of the children; in fact, there was hardly any difference between them and him. One day when they were playing cards with him they made him “booby” several times in succession, and he was very much offended. He stuck his lips out sulkily and refused to play any more, and he complained to me afterward, his nose twitching as he spoke:


    “It was a put-up job! They were signaling to one another and passing the cards about under the table. Do you call that playing the game? If it comes to trickery I ‘m not so bad at it myself.”


    Yet he was nineteen years old and bigger than all four of us put together.


    I have special memories of him on holiday evenings, when grandfather and Uncle Michael went out to see their friends, and curly headed, untidy Uncle Jaakov appeared with his guitar while grandmother prepared tea with plenty of delicacies, and vodka in a square bottle with red flowers cleverly molded in glass on its lower part. Tsiganok shone bravely on these occasions in his holiday attire. Creeping softly and sideways came Gregory, with his colored spectacles gleaming; came Nyanya Eugenia pimply, red-faced and fat like a Toby-jug, with cunning eyes and a piping voice; came the hirsute deacon from Uspenski, and other dark slimy people bearing a resemblance to pikes and eels. They all ate and drank a lot, breathing hard the while; and the children had wineglasses of sweet syrup given them as a treat, and gradually there was kindled a warm but strange gaiety.


    Uncle Jaakov tuned his guitar amorously, and as he did so he always uttered the same words:


    “Well, now let us begin!”


    Shaking his curly head, he bent over the guitar, stretching out his neck like a goose; the expression on his round, careless face became dreamy, his passionate, elusive eyes were obscured in an unctuous mist, and lightly touching the chords, he played something disjointed, involuntarily rising to his feet as he played. His music demanded an intense silence. It rushed like a rapid torrent from somewhere far away, stirring one’s heart and penetrating it with an incomprehensible sensation of sadness and uneasiness. Under the influence of that music we all became melancholy, and the oldest present felt themselves to be no more than children. We sat perfectly still lost in a dreamy silence. Sascha Michailov especially listened with all his might as he sat upright beside our uncle, gazing at the guitar open-mouthed, and slobbering with delight. And the rest of us remained as if we had been frozen, or had been put under a spell. The only sound besides was the gentle murmur of the samovar which did not interfere with the complaint of the guitar.


    Two small square windows threw their light into the darkness of the autumn night, and from time to time some one tapped on them lightly. The yellow lights of two tallow candles, pointed like spears, flickered on the table.


    Uncle Jaakov grew more and more rigid, as though he were in a deep sleep with his teeth clenched; but his hands seemed to live with a separate existence. The bent fingers of his right hand quivered indistinctly over the dark keyboard, just like fluttering and struggling birds, while his left passed up and down the neck with elusive rapidity.


    When he had been drinking he nearly always sang through his teeth in an unpleasantly shrill voice, an endless song:


    “If Jaakove were a dog

    He ‘d howl from morn to night.

    Oie! I am a-weary!

    Oie! Life is dreary!

    In the streets the nuns walk,

    On the fence the ravens talk.

    Oie! I am a-weary!

    The cricket chirps behind the stove

    And sets the beetles on the move. Oie! I am a-weary!

    One beggar hangs his stockings up to dry,

    The other steals it away on the sly.

    Oie! I am a-weary! Yes! Life is very dreary!”


    
      
    


    I could not bear this song, and when my uncle came to the part about the beggars I used to weep in a tempest of ungovernable misery.


    The music had the same effect on Tsiganok as on the others; he listened to it, running his fingers through his black, shaggy locks, and staring into a corner, half-asleep.


    Sometimes he would exclaim unexpectedly in a complaining tone, “Ah! if I only had a voice. Lord! how I should sing.”


    And grandmother, with a sigh, would say: “Are you going to break our hearts, Jaasha? ... Suppose you give us a dance, Vanyatka?”


    Her request was not always complied with at once, but it did sometimes happen that the musician suddenly swept the chords with his hands, then, doubling up his fists with a gesture as if he were noiselessly casting an invisible something from him to the floor, cried sharply:


    “Away, melancholy! Now, Vanka, stand up!”


    Looking very smart, as he pulled his yellow blouse straight, Tsiganok would advance to the middle of the kitchen, very carefully, as if he were walking on nails, and blushing all over his swarthy face and simpering bashfully, would say entreatingly:


    “Faster, please, Jaakov Vassilitch!”


    The guitar jingled furiously, heels tapped spasmodically on the floor, plates and dishes rattled on the table and in the cupboard, while Tsiganok blazed amidst the kitchen lights, swooping like a kite, waving his arms like the sails of a windmill, and moving his feet so quickly that they seemed to be stationary; then he stooped to the floor, and spun round and round like a golden swallow, the splendor of his silk blouse shedding an illumination all around, as it quivered and rippled, as if he were alight and floating in the air. He danced unweariedly, oblivious of everything, and it seemed as though, if the door were to open, he would have danced out, down the street, and through the town and away ... beyond our ken.


    “Cross over!” cried Uncle Jaakov, stamping his feet, and giving a piercing whistle; then in an irritating voice he shouted the old, quaint saying:


    “Oh, my! if I were not sorry to leave ray spade I ‘d from my wife and children a break have made.”


    The people sitting at table pawed at each other, and from time to time shouted and yelled as if they were being roasted alive. The bearded chief workman slapped his bald head and joined in the uproar. Once he bent towards me, brushing my shoulder with his soft beard, and said in my ear, just as he might speak to a grown-up person:


    “If your father were here, Alexei Maximitch, he would have added to the fun. A merry fellow he was always cheerful. You remember him, don’t you?”


    “No.”


    “You don’t? Well, once he and your grandmother but wait a bit.”


    Tall and emaciated, somewhat resembling a conventional icon, he stood up, and bowing to grandmother, entreated in an extraordinarily gruff voice:


    “Akulina Ivanovna, will you be so kind as to dance for us as you did once with Maxim Savatyevitch? It would cheer us up.”


    “What are you talking about, my dear man? What do you mean, Gregory Ivanovitch?” cried grandmother, smiling and bridling. “Fancy me dancing at my time of life! I should only make people laugh.”


    But suddenly she jumped up with a youthful air, arranged her skirts, and very upright, tossed her ponderous head and darted across the kitchen, crying:


    “Well, laugh if you want to! And a lot of good may it do you. Now, Jaasha, play up!”


    My uncle let himself go, and, closing his eyes, went on playing very slowly. Tsiganok stood still for a moment, and then leaped over to where grandmother was and encircled her, resting on his haunches, while she skimmed the floor without a sound, as if she were floating on air, her arms spread out, her eyebrows raised, her dark eyes gazing into space. She appeared very comical to me, and I made fun of her; but Gregory held up his finger sternly, and all the grown-up people looked disapprovingly over to my side of the room.


    “Don’t make a noise, Ivan,” said Gregory, and Tsiganok obediently jumped to one side, and sat by the door, while Nyanya Eugenia, thrusting out her Adam’s apple, began to sing in her low-pitched, pleasant voice:


    “All the week till Saturday She does earn what e’er she may, Making lace from morn till night Till she ‘s nearly lost her sight.”


    Grandmother seemed more as if she were telling a story than dancing. She moved softly, dreamily; swaying slightly, sometimes looking about her from under her arms, the whole of her huge body wavering uncertainly, her feet feeling their way carefully. Then she stood still as if suddenly frightened by something; her face quivered and became overcast ... but directly after it was again illuminated by her pleasant, cordial smile. Swinging to one side as if to make way for some one, she appeared to be refusing to give her hand, then letting her head droop seemed to die; again, she was listening to some one and smiling joyfully ... and suddenly she was whisked from her place and turned round and round like a whirligig, her figure seemed to become more elegant, she seemed to grow taller, and we could not tear our eyes away from her so triumphantly beautiful and altogether charming did she appear in that moment of marvelous rejuvenation. And Nyanya Eugenia piped:


    “Then on Sundays after Mass Till midnight dances the lass, Leaving as late as she dare, Holidays with her are rare.”


    When she had finished dancing, grandmother returned to her place by the samovar. They all applauded her, and as she put her hair straight, she said:


    “That is enough! You have never seen real dancing. At our home in Balakya, there was one young girl I have forgotten her name now, with many others but when you saw her dance you cried for joy. To look at her was a treat. You didn’t want anything else. How I envied her sinner that I was!”


    “Singers and dancers are the greatest people in the world,” said Nyanya Eugenia gravely, and she began to sing something about King David, while Uncle Jaakov, embracing Tsiganok, said to him:


    “You ought to dance in the wine-shops. You would turn people’s heads.”


    “I wish I could sing!” complained Tsiganok. “If God had given me a voice I should have been singing ten years by now, and should have gone on singing if only as a monk.”


    They all drank vodka, and Gregory drank an extra lot. As she poured out glass after glass for him, grandmother warned him:


    “Take care, Grisha, or you’ll become quite blind.”


    “I don’t care! I ‘ve no more use for my eyesight,” he replied firmly.


    He drank, but he did not get tipsy, only becoming more loquacious every moment; and he spoke to me about my father nearly all the time.


    “A man with a large heart was my friend Maxim Savatyevitch ...”


    Grandmother sighed as she corroborated:


    “Yes, indeed he was a true child of God.”


    All this was extremely interesting, and held me spell-bound, and filled my heart with a tender, not unpleasant sadness. For sadness and gladness live within us side by side, almost inseparable; the one succeeding the other with an elusive, unappreciable swiftness.


    Once Uncle Jaakov, being rather tipsy, began to rend his shirt, and to clutch furiously at his curly hair, his grizzled mustache, his nose and his pendulous lip.


    “What am I?” he howled, dissolved in tears. “Why am I here?” And striking himself on the cheek, forehead and chest, he sobbed: “Worthless, degraded creature! Lost soul!”


    “A ah! You ‘re right!” growled Gregory.


    But grandmother, who was also not quite sober, said to her son, catching hold of his hand:


    “That will do, Jaasha. God knows how to teach us.”


    , When she had been drinking, she was even more attractive; her eyes grew darker and smiled, shedding the warmth of her heart upon every one. Brushing aside the handkerchief which made her face too hot, she would say in a tipsy voice:


    “Lord! Lord! How good everything is! Don’t you see how good everything is?”


    And this was a cry from her heart the watchword of her whole life.


    I was much impressed by the tears and cries of my happy-go-lucky uncle, and I asked grandmother why he cried and scolded and beat himself so.


    “You want to know everything!” she said reluctantly, quite unlike her usual manner. “But wait a bit. You will be enlightened about this affair quite soon enough.”


    My curiosity was still more excited by this, and I went to the workshop and attacked Ivan on the subject, but he would not answer me. He just laughed quietly with a sidelong glance at Gregory, and hustled me out, crying:


    “Give over now, and run away. If you don’t I’ll put you in the vat and dye you.”


    Gregory, standing before the broad, low stove, with vats cemented to it, stirred them with a long black poker, lifting it up now and again to see the colored drops fall from its end. The brightly burning flames played on the skin-apron, multi-colored like the chasuble of a priest, which he wore. The dye simmered in the vats; an acrid vapor extended in a thick cloud to the door. Gregory glanced at me from under his glasses, with his clouded, bloodshot eyes, and said abruptly to Ivan:


    “You are wanted in the yard. Can’t you see?”


    But when Tsiganok had gone into the yard, Gregory, sitting on a sack of santaline, beckoned me to him.


    “Come here!”


    Drawing me on to his knee, and rubbing his warm, soft beard against my cheek, he said in a tone of reminiscence:


    “Your uncle beat and tortured his wife to death, and now his conscience pricks him. Do you understand? You want to understand everything, you see, and so you get muddled.”


    Gregory was as simple as grandmother, but his words were disconcerting, and he seemed to look through and through every one.


    “How did he kill her?” he went on in a leisurely tone. “Why, like this. He was lying in bed with her, and he threw the counterpane over her head, and held it down while he beat her. Why”? He doesn’t know himself why he did it.”


    And paying no attention to Ivan, who, having returned with an armful of goods from the yard, was squatting before the fire, warming his hands, the head workman suggested:


    “Perhaps it was because she was better than he was, and he was envious of her. The Kashmirins do not like good people, my boy. They are jealous of them. They cannot stand them, and try to get them out of the way. Ask your grandmother how they got rid of your father. She will tell you everything; she hates deceit, because she does not understand it. She may be reckoned among the saints, although she drinks wine and takes snuff. She is a splendid woman. Keep hold of her, and never let her go.”


    He pushed me towards the door, and I went out into the yard, depressed and scared. Vaniushka overtook me at the entrance of the house, and whispered softly:


    “Don’t be afraid of him. He is all right. Look him straight in the eyes. That ‘s what he likes.”


    It was all very strange and distressing. I hardly knew any other existence, but I remembered vaguely that my father and mother used not to live like this; they had a different way of speaking, and a different idea of happiness. They always went about together and sat close to each other. They laughed very frequently and for a long time together, in the evenings, as they sat at the window and sang at the top of their voices; and people gathered together in the street and looked at them. The raised faces of these people as they looked up reminded me comically of dirty plates after dinner. But here people seldom laughed, and when they did it was not always easy to guess what they were laughing at. They often raged at one another, and secretly muttered threats against each other in the corners. The children were subdued and neglected; beaten down to earth like the dust by the rain. I felt myself a stranger in the house, and all the circumstances of my existence in it were nothing but a series of stabs, pricking me on to suspicion, and compelling me to study what went on with the closest attention.


    My friendship with Tsiganok grew apace. Grandmother was occupied with household duties from sunrise till late at night, and I hung round Tsiganok nearly the whole day. He still used to put his hand under the rod whenever grandfather thrashed me, and the next day, displaying his swollen fingers, he would complain:


    “There ‘s no sense in it! It does not make it any lighter for you, and look what it does to me. I won’t stand it any longer, so there!”


    But the next time he put himself in the way of being needlessly hurt just the same.


    “But I thought you did not mean to do it again?” I would say.


    “I didn’t mean to, but it happened somehow. I did it without thinking.”


    Soon after this I learned something about Tsiganok which increased my interest in and love for him.


    Every Friday he used to harness the bay gelding Sharapa, grandmother’s pet a cunning, saucy, dainty creature to the sledge. Then he put on his fur coat, which reached to his knees, and his heavy cap, and tightly buckling his green belt, set out for the market to buy provisions. Sometimes it was very late before he returned, and the whole household became uneasy. Some one would run to the window every moment, and breathing on the panes to thaw the ice, would look up and down the road.


    “Isn’t he in sight yet?’


    “No.”


    Grandmother was always more concerned than any of them.


    “Alas!” she would exclaim to her sons and my grandfather, “you have ruined both the man and the horse. I wonder you aren’t ashamed of yourselves, you conscienceless creatures! Ach! You family of fools, you tipplers! God will punish you for this.”


    “That is enough!” growled grandfather, scowling. “This is the last time it happens.”


    Sometimes Tsiganok did not return till midday. My uncles and grandfather hurried out to the yard to meet him, and grandmother ambled after them like a bear, taking snuff with a determined air, because it was her hour for taking it. The children ran out, and the joyful unloading of the sledge began. It was full of pork, dead birds, and joints of all kinds of meat.


    “Have you bought all we told you to?” asked grandfather, probing the load with a sidelong glance of his sharp eyes.


    “Yes, it is all right,” answered Ivan gaily, as he jumped about the yard, and slapped his mittened hands together, to warm himself.


    “Don’t wear your mittens out. They cost money,” said grandfather sternly. “Have you any change?”


    “No.”


    Grandfather walked quietly round the load and said in a low tone:


    “Again you have bought too much. However, you can’t do it without money, can you? I’ll have no more of this.” And he strode away scowling.


    My uncles joyfully set to work on the load, whistling as they balanced bird, fish, goose-giblets, calves’ feet, and enormous pieces of meat on their hands.


    “Well, that was soon unloaded!” they cried with loud approval.


    Uncle Michael especially was in raptures, jumping about the load, sniffing hard at the poultry, smacking his lips with relish, closing his restless eyes in ecstasy. He resembled his father; he had the same dried-up appearance, only he was taller and his hair was dark.


    Slipping his chilled hands up his sleeves, he inquired of Tsiganok:


    “How much did my father give you?”


    “Five roubles.”


    “There is fifteen roubles’ worth here! How much did you spend?”


    “Four roubles, ten kopecks.”


    “Perhaps the other ninety kopecks is in your pocket. Haven’t you noticed, Jaakov, how money gets all over the place?’


    Uncle Jaakov, standing in the frost in his shirt-sleeves, laughed quietly, blinking in the cold blue light.


    “You have some brandy for us, Vanka, haven’t you?” he asked lazily.


    Grandmother meanwhile was unharnessing the horse.


    “There, my little one! There! Spoiled child! There, God’s plaything!”


    Great Sharapa, tossing his thick mane, fastened his white teeth in her shoulder, pushed his silky nose into her hair, gazed into her face with contented eyes, and shaking the frost from his eyelashes, softly neighed.


    “Ah! you want some bread.”


    She thrust a large, salted crust in his mouth, and making her apron into a bag under his nose, she thoughtfully watched him eat.


    Tsiganok, himself as playful as a young horse, sprang to her side.


    “He is such a good horse, Grandma! And so clever!”


    “Get away! Don’t try your tricks on me!” cried grandmother, stamping her foot. “You know that I am not fond of you today.”


    She afterwards explained to me that Tsiganok had not bought so much in the market as he had stolen. “If grandfather gives him five roubles, he spends three and steals three roubles’ worth,” she said sadly. “He takes a pleasure in stealing. He is like a spoiled child. He tried it once, and it turned out well; he was laughed at and praised for his success, and that is how he got into the habit of thieving. And grandfather, who in his youth ate the bread of poverty till he wanted no more of it, has grown greedy in his old age, and money is dearer to him now than the blood of his own children! He is glad even of a present! As for Michael and Jaakov . . .”


    She made a gesture of contempt and was silent a moment; then looking fixedly at the closed lid of her snuff-box, she went on querulously:


    “But there, Lenya, that ‘s a bit of work done by a blind woman ... Dame Fortune ... there she sits spinning for us and we can’t even choose the pattern. ... But there it is! If they caught Ivan thieving they would beat him to death.”


    And after another silence she continued quietly:


    “Ah! we have plenty of principles, but we don’t put them into practice.”


    The next day I begged Vanka not to steal any more. “If you do they’ll beat you to death.”


    “They won’t touch me ... I should soon wriggle out of their clutches. I am as lively as a mettlesome horse,” he said, laughing; but the next minute his face fell. “Of course I know quite well that it is wrong and risky to steal. I do it ... just to amuse myself, because I am bored. And I don’t save any of the money. Your uncles get it all out of me before the week is over. But I don’t care! Let them take it. I have more than enough.”


    Suddenly he took me up in his arms, shaking me gently.


    “You will be a strong man, you are so light and slim, and your bones are so firm. I say, why don’t you learn to play on the guitar? Ask Uncle Jaakov! But you are too small yet, that ‘s a pity! You ‘re little, but you have a temper of your own! You don’t like your grandfather much, do you?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “I don’t like any of the Kashmirins except your grandmother. Let the devil like them!”


    “What about me?”


    “You? You are not a Kashmirin. You are a Pyeshkov. ... That’s different blood a different stock altogether.”


    Suddenly he gave me a violent squeeze.


    “Ah!” he almost groaned. “If only I had a good voice for singing! Good Lord! what a stir I should make in the world! ... Run away now, old chap. I must get on with my work.”


    He set me down on the floor, put a handful of fine nails into his mouth, and began to stretch and nail damp breadths of black material on a large square board.


    His end came very soon after this.


    It happened thus. Leaning up against a partition by the gate in the yard was placed a large oaken cross with stout, knotty arms. It had been there a long time. I had noticed it in the early days of my life in the house, when it had been new and yellow, but now it was blackened by the autumn rains. It gave forth the bitter odor of barked oak, and it was in the way in the crowded, dirty yard.


    Uncle Jaakov had bought it to place over the grave of his wife, and had made a vow to carry it on his shoulders to the cemetery on the anniversary of her death, which fell on a Saturday at the beginning of winter.


    It was frosty and windy and there had been a fall of snow. Grandfather and grandmother, with the three grandchildren, had gone early to the cemetery to hear the requiem; I was left at home as a punishment for some fault.


    My uncles, dressed alike in short black fur coats, lifted the cross from the ground and stood under its arms. Gregory and some men not belonging to the yard raised the heavy beams with difficulty, and placed the cross on the broad shoulders of Tsiganok. He tottered, and his legs seemed to give way.


    “Are you strong enough to carry it?” asked Gregory.


    “I don’t know. It seems heavy.”


    “Open the gate, you blind devil!” cried Uncle Michael angrily.


    And Uncle Jaakov said:


    “You ought to be ashamed of yourself, Vanka. You are stronger than the two of us together.”


    But Gregory, throwing open the gate, persisted in advising Ivan:


    “Take care you don’t break down! Go, and may God be with you!”


    “Bald-headed fool!” cried Uncle Michael, from the street.


    All the people in the yard, meanwhile, laughed and talked loudly, as if they were glad to get rid of the cross.


    Gregory Ivanovitch took my hand and led me to the workshop, saying kindly:


    “Perhaps, under the circumstances, grandfather won’t thrash you today.”


    He sat me on a pile of woolens ready for dyeing, carefully wrapping them round me as high as my shoulders; and inhaling the vapor which rose from the vats, he said thoughtfully:


    “I have known your grandfather for thirty-seven years, my dear. I saw his business at its commencement, and I shall see the end of it. We were friends then in fact, we started and planned out the business together. He is a clever man, is your grandfather! He meant to be master, but I did not know it. However, God is more clever than any of us. He has only to smile and the wisest man will blink like a fool. You don’t understand yet all that is said and done, but you must learn to understand everything. An orphan’s life is a hard one. Your father, Maxim Savatyevitch, was a trump. He was well-educated too. That is why your grandfather did not like him, and would have nothing to do with him.”


    It was pleasant to listen to these kind words and to watch the red and gold flames playing in the stove, and the milky cloud of steam which rose from the vats and settled like a dark blue rime on the slanting boards of the roof, through the uneven chinks of which the sky could be seen, like strands of blue ribbon. The wind had fallen; the yard looked as if it were strewn with glassy dust; the sledges gave forth a sharp sound as they passed up the street; a blue smoke rose from the chimneys of the house; faint shadows glided over the snow ... also telling a story.


    Lean, long-limbed Gregory, bearded and hatless, large-eared, just like a good-natured wizard, stirred the boiling dye, instructing me the while.


    “Look every one straight in the eyes. And if a dog should fly at you, do the same; he will let you alone then.”


    His heavy spectacles pressed on the bridge of his nose, the tip of which was blue like grandmother’s and for the same reason.


    “What is that?” he exclaimed suddenly, listening; then closing the door of the stove with his foot, he ran, or rather hopped, across the yard, and I dashed after him. In the middle of the kitchen floor lay Tsiganok, face upwards; broad streaks of light from the window fell on his head, his chest, and on his feet. His forehead shone strangely; his eyebrows were raised; his squinting eyes gazed intently at the blackened ceiling; a red-flecked foam bubbled from his discolored lips, from the corners of which also flowed blood over his cheeks, his neck, and on to the floor; and a thick stream of blood crept from under his back. His legs were spread out awkwardly, and it was plain that his trousers were wet; they clung damply to the boards, which had been polished with sand, and shone like the sun. The rivulets of blood intersected the streams of light, and, showing up very vividly, flowed towards the threshold.


    Tsiganok was motionless, except for the fact that as he lay with his hands alongside his body, his fingers scratched at the floor, and his stained fingernails shone in the sunlight.


    Nyanya Eugenia, crouching beside him, put a slender candle into his hand, but he could not hold it and it fell to the floor, the wick being drenched in blood. Nyanya Eugenia picked it up and wiped it dry, and made another attempt to fix it in those restless fingers. A gentle whispering made itself heard in the kitchen; it seemed to blow me away from the door like the wind, but I held firmly to the door-post.


    “He stumbled!” Uncle Jaakov was explaining, in a colorless voice, shuddering and turning his head about. His face was gray and haggard; his eyes had lost their color, and blinked incessantly. “He fell, and it fell on top of him ... and hit him on the back. We should have been disabled if we had not dropped the cross in time.”


    “This is your doing,” said Gregory dully.


    “But how ...?”’


    “JWdidit!”


    All this time the blood was flowing, and by the door had already formed a pool which seemed to grow darker and deeper. With another effusion of blood-flecked foam, Tsiganok roared out as if he were dreaming, and then collapsed, seeming to grow flatter and flatter, as if he were glued to the floor, or sinking through it.


    “Michael went on horseback to the church to find father,” whispered Uncle Jaakov, “and I brought him here in a cab as quickly as I could. It is a good job that I was not standing under the arms myself, or I should have been like this.”


    Nyanya Eugenia again fixed the candle in Tsiganok’s hand, dropping wax and tears in his palm.


    “That ‘s right! Glue his head to the floor, you careless creature,” said Gregory gruffly and rudely.


    “What do you mean?”


    “Why don’t you take off his cap”?”


    Nyanya dragged Ivan’s cap from his head, which struck dully on the floor. Then it fell to one side and the blood flowed profusely from one side of his mouth only. This went on for a terribly long time. At first


    I expected Tsiganok to sit up on the floor with a sigh, and say sleepily, “Phew! It is baking hot!” as he used to do after dinner on Sundays.


    But he did not rise; on the contrary he seemed to be sinking into the ground. The sun had withdrawn from him now; its bright beams had grown shorter, and fell only on the window-sill. His whole form grew darker; his fingers no longer moved; the froth had disappeared from his lips. Round his head three candles stood out from the darkness, waving their golden flames, lighting up his dishevelled blue-black hair, and throwing quivering yellow ripples on his swarthy cheek, illuminating the tip of his pointed nose and his blood-stained teeth.


    Nyanya, kneeling at his side, shed tears as she lisped: “My little dove! My bird of consolation!”


    It was painfully cold. I crept under the table and hid myself there. Then grandfather came tumbling into the kitchen, in his coat of racoon fur; with him came grandmother in a cloak with a fur collar, Uncle Michael, the children, and many people not belonging to the house.


    Throwing his coat on the floor, grandfather cried:


    “Riff-raff! See what you have done for me, between you, in your carelessness! He would have been worth his weight in gold in five years that ‘s certain!”


    The coats which had been thrown on the floor hindered me from seeing Ivan, so I crept out and knocked myself against grandfather’s legs. He hurled me to one side, as he shook his little red fist threateningly at my uncles.


    “You wolves!”


    He sat down on a bench, and resting his arms upon itj burst into dry sobs, and said in a shrill voice:


    “I know all about it! ... He stuck in your gizzards! That was it! Oh, Vaniushka, poor fool! What have they done to you, eh? ‘Rotten reins are good enough for a stranger’s horse!’ Mother! God has not loved us for the last year, has He? Mother!”


    Grandmother, doubled up on the floor, was feeling Ivan’s hands and chest, breathing upon his eyes, holding his hands and chafing them. Then, throwing down all the candles, she rose with difficulty to her feet, looking very somber in her shiny black frock, and with her eyes dreadfully wide open, she said in a low voice: “Go, accursed ones!”


    All, with the exception of grandfather, straggled out of the kitchen.


    Tsiganok was buried without fuss, and was soon forgotten.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    Chapter IV


    
      
    


    I WAS lying in a wide bed, with a thick blanket folded four times around me, listening to grandmother, who was saying her prayers. She was on her knees; and pressing one hand against her breast, she reverently crossed herself from time to time with the other. Out in the yard a hard frost reigned; a greenish moonlight peeped through the ice patterns on the window-panes, falling flatteringly on her kindly face and large nose, and kindling a phosphorescent light in her dark eyes. Her silky, luxuriant tresses were lit up as if by a furnace; her dark dress rustled, falling in ripples from her shoulders and spreading about her on the floor.


    When she had finished her prayers grandmother undressed in silence, carefully folding up her clothes and placing them on the trunk in the corner. Then she came to bed. I pretended to be fast asleep.


    “You are not asleep, you rogue, you are only making believe,” she said softly. “Come, my duck, let ‘s have some bedclothes!”


    Foreseeing what would happen, I could not repress a smile, upon seeing which she cried: “So this is how you trick your old grandmother?” And taking hold of the blanket she drew it towards her with so much force and skill that I bounced up in the air, and turning over and over fell back with a squash into the soft feather bed, while she said with a chuckle: “What is it, little Hop o’ my Thumb? Have you been bitten by a mosquito?”


    But sometimes she prayed for such a long time that I really did fall asleep, and did not hear her come to bed.


    The longer prayers were generally the conclusion of a day of trouble, or a day of quarreling and fighting; and it was very interesting to listen to them. Grandmother gave to God a circumstantial account of all that had happened in the house. Bowed down, looking like a great mound, she knelt, at first whispering rapidly and indistinctly, then hoarsely muttering:


    “O Lord, Thou knowest that all of us wish to do better. Michael, the elder, ought to have been set up in the town it will do him harm to be on the river; and the other is a new neighborhood and not overdone. I don’t know what will come of it all! There ‘s father now. Jaakov is his favorite. Can’t it be right to love one child more than the others’? He is an obstinate old man; do Thou, O Lord, teach him!”


    Gazing at the dark-featured icon, with her large, brilliant eyes, she thus counseled God:


    “Send him a good dream, O Lord, to make him understand how he ought to treat his children!”


    After prostrating herself and striking her broad forehead on the floor, she again straightened herself, and said coaxingly:


    “And send Varvara some happiness! How has she displeased Thee”? Is she more sinful than the others’? Why should a healthy young woman be so afflicted? And remember Gregory, O Lord! His eyes are getting worse and worse. If he goes blind he will be sent adrift. That will be terrible! He has used up all his strength for grandfather, but do you think it likely that grandfather will help him? O Lord! Lord!”


    She remained silent for a long time, with her head bowed meekly, and her hands hanging by her sides, as still as if she had fallen asleep, or had been suddenly frozen.


    “What else is there?” she asked herself aloud, wrinkling her brows.


    “O Lord, save all the faithful! Pardon me accursed fool as I am! Thou knowest that I do not sin out of malice but out of stupidity.” And drawing a deep breath she would say lovingly and contentedly: “Son of God, Thou knowest all! Father, Thou seest all things.”


    I was very fond of grandmother’s God Who seemed so near to her, and I often said:


    “Tell me something about God.”


    She used to speak about Him in a peculiar manner very quietly, strangely drawing out her words, closing her eyes; and she made a point of always sitting down and arranging her head-handkerchief very deliberately before she began.


    “God’s seat is on the hills, amidst the meadows of Paradise; it is an altar of sapphires under silver linden trees which flower all the year round, for in Paradise there is no winter, nor even autumn, and the flowers never wither, for joy is the divine favor. And round about God many angels fly like flakes of snow; and it may be even that bees hum there, and white doves fly between Heaven and earth, telling God all about us and everybody. And here on earth you and I and grandfather each has been given an angel. God treats us all equally. For instance, your angel will go and tell God: ‘Lexei put his tongue out at grandfather.’ And God says: ‘All right, let the old man whip him.’ And so it is with all of us; God gives to all what they deserve to some grief, to others joy. And so all is right that He does, and the angels rejoice, and spread their wings and sing to Him without ceasing: ‘Glory be unto Thee, O God; Glory be unto Thee.’ And He just smiles on them, and it is enough for them and more.” And she would smile herself, shaking her head from side to side.


    “Have you seen that?”


    “No, I have not seen it, but I know.”


    When she spoke about God, or Heaven, or the angels, she seemed to shrink in size; her face grew younger, and her liquid eyes emitted a curious warm radiance. I used to take her heavy, satiny plait in my hands, and wind it round my neck as I sat quite still and listened to the endless but never tedious story.


    “It is not given to men to see God their sight is dim! Only the saints may look upon Him face to face. But I have seen angels myself; they reveal themselves sometimes to souls in a state of grace. I was standing in church at an early Mass, and I saw two moving about the altar like clouds. One could see everything, through them, growing brighter and brighter, and their gossamer-like wings touched the floor. They moved about the altar, helping old Father Elia, and supporting his elbows as he raised his feeble hands in prayer. He was very old, and being almost blind, stumbled frequently; but that day he got through the Mass quickly, and was finished early. When I saw them I nearly died of joy. My heart seemed as if it would burst; my tears ran down. Ah, how beautiful it was! Oh, Lenka, dear heart, where God is whether in Heaven or earth all goes well.”


    “But you don’t mean to say that everything goes well here in our house?”


    Making the sign of the cross grandmother answered:


    “Our Lady be praised everything goes well.”


    This irritated me. I could not agree that things were going well in our household. From my point of view they were becoming more and more intolerable.


    One day, as I passed the door of Uncle Michael’s room I saw Aunt Natalia, not fully dressed, with her hands folded on her breast, pacing up and down like a creature distraught, and moaning, not loudly, but in a tone of agony:


    “My God, take me under Thy protection! Remove me from here!”


    I could sympathize with her prayer as well as I could understand Gregory when he growled:


    “As soon as I am quite blind they will turn me out to beg; it will be better than this, anyhow.”


    And I wished that he would make haste and go blind, for I meant to seize the opportunity to go away with him so that we could start begging together. I had already mentioned the matter to Gregory, and he had replied, smiling in his beard:


    “That ‘s right! We will go together. But I shall show myself in the town. There ‘s a grandson of Vassili Kashmirin’s there his daughter’s son; he may give me something to do.”


    More than once I noticed a blue swelling under the sunken eyes of Aunt Natalia; and sometimes a swollen lip was thrown into relief by her yellow face.


    “Does Uncle Michael beat her, then?” I asked grandmother. And she answered with a sigh:


    “Yes, he beats her, but not very hard the devil! Grandfather does not object so long as he does it at night. He is ill-natured, and she she is like a jelly!


    “But he does not beat her as much as he used to,” she continued in a more cheerful tone. “He just gives her a blow on the mouth, or boxes her ears, or drags her about by the hair for a minute or so; but at one time he used to torture her for hours together. Grandfather beat me one Easter Day from dinner-time till bed-time. He kept on; he just stopped to get his breath sometimes, and then started again. And he used a strap too!”


    “But why did he do it?”


    “I forget now. Another time he knocked me about till I was nearly dead, and then kept me without food for five hours. I was hardly alive when he had finished with me.”


    I was thunderstruck. Grandmother was twice as big as grandfather, and it was incredible that he should be able to get the better of her like this.


    “Is he stronger than you, then?” I asked.


    “Not stronger, but older. Besides, he is my husband, he has to answer for me to God; but my duty is to suffer patiently.”


    It was an interesting and pleasing sight to see her dusting the icon and cleaning its ornamentation; it was richly adorned with pearls, silver and colored gems in the crown, and as she took it gently in her hands she gazed at it with a smile, and said in a tone of feeling:


    “See what a sweet face it is!” And crossing herself and kissing it, she went on: “Dusty art thou, and be-grimed, Mother, Help of Christians, Joy of the Elect! Look, Lenia, darling, how small the writing is, and what tiny characters they are; and yet it is all quite distinct. It is called The Twelve Holy–Days,’ and in the middle you see the great Mother of God by predestination immaculate; and here is written: ‘Mourn not for me, Mother, because I am about to be laid in the grave.’”


    Sometimes it seemed to me as if she played with the icon as earnestly and seriously as my Cousin Ekaterina with her doll.


    She often saw devils, sometimes several together, sometimes one alone.


    “One clear moonlight night, during the great Fast, I was passing the Rudolphovs’ house, and looking up I saw, on the roof, a devil sitting close to the chimney! He was all black, and he was holding his horned head over the top of the chimney and sniffing vigorously.


    There he sat sniffing and grunting, the great, unwieldy creature, with his tail on the roof, scraping with his feet all the time. I made the sign of the Cross at him and said: ‘Christ is risen from the dead, and His enemies are scattered.’ At that he gave a low howl and slipped head over heels from the roof to the yard so he was scattered! They must have been cooking meat at the Rudolphovs’ that day, and he was enjoying the smell of it.”


    I laughed at her picture of the devil flying head over heels off the roof, and she laughed too as she said:


    “They are as fond of playing tricks as children. One day I was doing the washing in the washhouse and it was getting late, when suddenly the door of the little room burst open and in rushed lots of little red, green and black creatures like cockroaches, and all sizes, and spread themselves all over the place. I flew towards the door, but I could not get past; there I was unable to move hand or foot amongst a crowd of devils! They filled the whole place so that I could not turn round. They crept about my feet, plucked at my dress, and crowded round me so that I had not even room to cross myself. Shaggy, and soft, and warm, somewhat resembling cats, though they walked on their hind legs, they went round and round me, peering into everything, showing their teeth like mice, blinking their small green eyes, almost piercing me with their horns, and sticking out their little tails they were like pigs’ tails. Oh, my dear! I seemed to be going out of my mind. And didn’t they push me about too! The candle nearly went out, the water in the copper became luke-warm, the washing was all thrown about the floor. Ah! your very breath was trouble and sorrow.”


    Closing my eyes, I could visualize the threshold of the little chamber with its gray cobble-stones, and the unclean stream of shaggy creatures of diverse colors which gradually filled the washhouse. I could see them blowing out the candle and thrusting out their impudent pink tongues. It was a picture both comical and terrifying.


    Grandmother was silent a minute, shaking her head, before she burst out again:


    “And I saw some fiends too, one wintry night, when it was snowing. I was coming across the Dinkov Causeway the place where, if you remember, your Uncle Michael and your Uncle Jaakov tried to drown your father in an ice-hole and I was just going to take the lower path, when there came the sounds of hissing and hooting, and I looked up and saw a team of three raven-black horses tearing towards me. On the coachman’s place stood a great fat devil, in a red nightcap, with protruding teeth. He was holding the reins, made of forged iron chains, with outstretched arms, and as there was no way round, the horses flew right over the pond, and were hidden by a cloud of snow. All those sitting in the sledge behind were devils too; there they sat, hissing and screaming and waving their nightcaps. In all, seven troikas like this tore by, as if they had been fire-engines, all with black horses, and all carrying a load of thoroughbred devils. They pay visits to each other, you know, and drive about in the night to their different festivities. I expect that was a devil’s wedding that I saw.”


    One had to believe grandmother, because she spoke so simply and convincingly.


    But the best of all her stories was the one which told how Our Lady went about the suffering earth, and how she commanded the woman-brigand, or the “Amazon-chief” Engalichev, not to kill or rob Russian people. And after that came the stories about Blessed Alexei; about Ivan the Warrior, and Vassili the Wise; of the Priest Kozlya, and the beloved child of God; and the terrible stories of Martha Posadnitz, of Baba Ustye the robber chief, of Mary the sinner of Egypt, and of sorrowing mothers of robber sons. The fairy-tales, and stories of old times, and the poems which she knew were without number.


    She feared no one neither grandfather, nor devils, nor any of the powers of evil; but she was terribly afraid of black cockroaches, and could feel their presence when they were a long way from her. Sometimes she would wake me in the night whispering:


    “Oleysha, dear, there is a cockroach crawling about. Do get rid of it, for goodness’ sake.”


    Half-asleep, I would light the candle and creep about on the floor seeking the enemy a quest in which I did not always succeed at once.


    “No, there’s not a sign of one,” I would say; but lying quite still with her head muffled up in the bed-clothes, she would entreat me in a faint voice:


    “Oh, yes, there is one there! Do look again, please. I am sure there is one about somewhere.”


    And she was never mistaken. Sooner or later I found the cockroach, at some distance from the bed; and throwing the blanket off her she would breathe a sigh of relief and smile as she said:


    “Have you killed it? Thank God! Thank you.”


    If I did not succeed in discovering the insect, she could not go to sleep again, and I could feel how she trembled in the silence of the night; and I heard her whisper breathlessly:


    “It is by the door. Now it has crawled under the trunk.”


    “Why are you so frightened of cockroaches’?”


    “I don’t know myself,” she would answer, reasonably enough. “It is the way the horrid black things crawl about. God has given a meaning to all other vermin: woodlice show that the house is damp; bugs mean that the walls are dirty; lice foretell an illness, as every one knows; but these creatures! who knows what powers they possess, or what they live on?”


    One day when she was on her knees, conversing earnestly with God, grandfather, throwing open the door, shouted hoarsely:


    “Well, Mother, God has afflicted us again. We are on fire.”


    “What are you talking about?” cried grandmother, jumping up from the floor; and they both rushed into the large parlor, making a great noise with their feet. “Eugenia, take down the icons. Natalia, dress the baby.”


    Grandmother gave her orders in a stern voice of authority, but all grandfather did was to mutter: Ug h!”


    I ran into the kitchen. The window looking on to the yard shone like gold, and yellow patches of light appeared on the floor, and Uncle Jaakov, who was dressing, trod on them with his bare feet, and jumped about as if they had burned him, shrieking:


    “This is Mischka’s doing. He started the fire, and then went out.”


    “Peace, cur!” said grandmother, pushing him towards the door so roughly that he nearly fell.


    Through the frost on the window-panes the burning roof of the workshop was visible, with the curling flames pouring out from its open door. It was a still night, and the color of the flames was not spoiled by any admixture of smoke; while just above them hovered a dark cloud which, however, did not hide from our sight the silver stream of the Mlethchna Road. The snow glittered with a livid brilliance, and the walls of the house tottered and shook from side to side, as if about to hurl themselves into that burning corner of the yard where the flames disported themselves so gaily as they poured through the broad red cracks in the walls of the workshop, dragging crooked, red-hot nails out with them. Gold and red ribbons wound themselves about the dark beams of the roof, and soon enveloped it entirely; but the slender chimney-pot stood up straight in the midst of it all, belching forth clouds of smoke. A gentle crackling sound like the rustle of silk beat against our windows, and all the time the flames were spreading till the workshop, adorned by them, as it were, looked like the iconostasis in church, and became more and more attractive to me.


    Throwing a heavy fur coat over my head and thrusting my feet into the first boots that came handy, I ran out to the porch and stood on the steps, stupefied and blinded by the brilliant play of light, dazed by the yells of my grandfather, and uncles, and Gregory, and alarmed by grandmother’s behavior, for she had wrapped an empty sack round her head, enveloped her body in a horse-cloth, and was running straight into the flames. She disappeared, crying, “The vitriol, you fools! It will explode!”


    “Keep her back, Gregory!” roared grandfather. “Aie! she’s done for!”


    But grandmother reappeared at this moment, blackened with smoke, half — fainting, bent almost double over the bottle of vitriolic oil which she was carrying in her stretched-out hands.


    “Father, get the horse out!” she cried hoarsely, coughing and spluttering, “and take this thing off my shoulders. Can’t you see it is on fire?”


    Gregory dragged the smoldering horse-cloth from her shoulders, and then, working hard enough for two men, went on shoveling large lumps of snow into the door of the workshop. My uncle jumped about him with an ax in his hands, while grandfather ran round grandmother, throwing snow over her; then she put the bottle into a snowdrift, and ran to the gate, where there were a great many people gathered together. After greeting them, she said:


    “Save the warehouse, neighbors! If the fire fastens upon the warehouse and the hay-loft, we shall be burnt out; and it will spread to your premises. Go and pull off the roof and drag the hay into the garden! Gregory, why don’t you throw some of the snow on top, instead of throwing it all on the ground? Now, Jaakov, don’t dawdle about! Give some axes and spades to these good folk. Dear neighbors, behave like true friends, and may God reward you!”


    She was quite as interesting to me as the fire. Illuminated by those flames which had so nearly devoured her, she rushed about the yard a black figure, giving assistance at all points, managing the whole thing, and letting nothing escape her attention.


    Sharapa ran into the yard, rearing and nearly throwing grandfather down. The light fell on his large eyes which shone expressively; he breathed heavily as his forefeet pawed the air, and grandfather let the reins fall, and jumping aside called out: “Catch hold of him, Mother!”


    She threw herself almost under the feet of the rearing horse, and stood in front of him, with outstretched arms in the form of a cross; the animal neighed pitifully and let himself be drawn towards her, swerving aside at the flames.


    “Now, you are not frightened,” said grandmother in a low voice, as he patted his neck and grasped the reins, “Do you think I would leave you when you are in such a state? Oh, you silly little mouse!”


    And the little “mouse,” who was twice as large as herself, submissively went to the gate with her, snuffling, and gazing at her red face.


    Nyanya Eugenia had brought some muffled-up youngsters, who were bellowing in smothered tones, from the house.


    “Vassili Vassilitch,” she cried, “we can’t find Alexei anywhere!”


    “Go away! Go away!” answered grandfather, waving his hands, and I hid myself under the stairs so that Nyanya should not take me away.


    The roof of the workshop had fallen in by this time, and the stanchions, smoking, and glittering like golden coal, stood out against the sky. With a howl and a crash a green, blue and red tornado burst inside the building, and the flames threw themselves with a new energy on the yard and on the people who were gathered round and throwing spadefuls of snow on the huge bonfire.


    The heat caused the vats to boil furiously; a thick cloud of steam and smoke arose, and a strange odor, which caused one’s eyes to water, floated into the yard. I crept out from beneath the stairs and got under grandmother’s feet.


    “Get away!” she shrieked. “You will get trampled on. Get away!”


    At this moment a man on horseback, with a copper helmet, burst into the yard. His roan-colored horse was covered with froth, and he raised a whip high above his head and shouted threateningly:


    “Make way there!”


    Bells rang out hurriedly and gaily; it was just as beautiful as a festival day.


    Grandmother pushed me back towards the steps.


    “What did I tell you? Go away!”


    I could not disobey her at such a time, so I went back to the kitchen and glued myself once more to the window; but I could not see the fire through that dense mass of people I could see nothing but the gleam of copper helmets amongst the winter caps of fur.


    In a short time the fire was got under, totally extinguished, and the building submerged. The police drove the onlookers away, and grandmother came into the kitchen.


    “Who is this”? Oh, it is you! Why aren’t you in bed? Frightened, eh? There ‘s nothing to be frightened about; it is all over now.”


    She sat beside me in silence, shaking a little. The return of the quiet night with its darkness was a relief. Presently grandfather came in, and standing in the doorway said:


    “Mother?”


    “Yes?”


    “Were you burned?”


    “A little nothing to speak of.”


    He lit a brimstone match, which lit up his soot-be-grimed face, looked for and found the candle on the table, and then came over swiftly and sat beside grandmother.


    “The best thing we can do is to wash ourselves,” she said, for she was covered with soot too, and smelt of acrid smoke.


    “Sometimes,” said grandfather, drawing a deep breath, “God is pleased to endue you with great good-sense.” And stroking her shoulder he added with a grin: “Only sometimes, you know, just for an hour or so; but there it is all the same.”


    Grandmother smiled too, and began to say something, but grandfather stopped her, frowning:


    “We shall have to get rid of Gregory. All this trouble has been caused by his neglect. His working days are over. He is worn out. That fool Jaaschka is sitting on the stairs crying; you had better go to him.”


    She stood up and went out, holding her hand up to her face and blowing on her fingers; and grandfather, without looking at me, asked softly:


    “You saw it all from the beginning of the fire, didn’t you”? Then you saw how grandmother behaved, didn’t you? And that is an old woman, mind you! crushed and breaking-up and yet you see! U ugh, youT


    After a long silence, during which he sat huddled up, he rose and snuffed the candle, as he asked me:


    “Were you frightened?”


    “No.”


    “Quite right! There was nothing to be frightened about.”


    Irritably dragging his shirt from his shoulder, he went to the washstand in the corner, and I could hear him in the darkness stamping his feet as he exclaimed:


    “A fire is a silly business. The person who causes a fire ought to be beaten in the market-place. He must be either a fool or a thief. If that was done there would be no more fires. Go away now, and go to bed! What are you sitting there for?”


    I did as he told me, but sleep was denied to me that night. I had no sooner laid myself down when an unearthly howl greeted me, which seemed to come from the bed. I rushed back to the kitchen, in the middle of which stood grandfather, shirtless, holding a candle which flickered violently as he stamped his feet on the floor, crying:


    “Mother! Jaakov! What is that?”


    I jumped on the stove and hid myself in a corner, and the household was once more in a state of wild commotion; a heartrending howl beat against the ceiling and walls, increasing in sound every moment.


    It was all just the same as it had been during the fire. Grandfather and uncle ran about aimlessly; grandmother shouted as she drove them away from one place to another; Gregory made a great noise as he thrust logs into the stove and filled the iron kettle with water. He went about the kitchen bobbing his head just like an Astrakhan camel.


    “Heat the stove first,” said grandmother in a tone of authority.


    He rushed to do her bidding, and fell over my legs.


    “Who is there?” he cried, greatly flustered. “Phew! How you frightened me! You are always where you ought not to be.”


    “What has happened?”


    “Aunt Natalia has had a little baby born to her,” he replied calmly, jumping down to the floor.


    I remembered that my mother had not screamed like that when her little baby was born.


    Having placed the kettle over the fire, Gregory climbed up to me on the stove, and drawing a long pipe from his pocket, showed it to me.


    “I am taking to a pipe for the good of my eyes,” he explained. “Grandmother advised me to take snuff, but I think smoking will do me more good.”


    He sat on the edge of the stove with his legs crossed, looking down at the feeble light of the candle; his ears and cheeks were smothered in soot, one side of his shirt was torn, and I could see his ribs as broad as the ribs of a cask. One of his eyeglasses was broken; almost half of the glass had come out of the frame, and from the empty space peered a red, moist eye, which had the appearance of a wound.


    Filling his pipe with coarse-cut tobacco, he listened to the groans of the travailing woman, and murmured disjointedly, like a drunken man:


    “That grandmother of yours has burned herself so badly that I am sure I don’t know how she can attend to the poor creature. Just hear how your aunt is groaning. You know, they forgot all about her. She was taken bad when the fire first broke out. It was fright that did it. You see what pain it costs to bring children into the world, and yet women are thought nothing of! But, mark my words women ought to be thought a lot of, for they are the mothers”


    Here I dozed, and was awakened by a tumult: a banging of doors, and the drunken cries of Uncle Michael; these strange words floated to my ears:


    “The royal doors must be opened!”


    “Give her holy oil with rum, half a glass of oil, half a glass of rum, and a tablespoonful of soot”


    Then Uncle Michael kept asking like a tiresome child: ioo


    “Let me have a look at her!”


    He sat on the floor with his legs sprawling, and kept spitting straight in front of him, and banging his hands on the floor.


    I began to find the stove unbearably hot, so I slid down, but when I got on a level with uncle he seized and held me by the legs, and I fell on the back of my head.


    “Fool!” I exclaimed.


    He jumped to his feet, grabbed me again, and roared:


    “I’ll smash you against the stove”


    I escaped to a corner of the best parlor, under the image, and ran against grandfather’s knees; he put me aside, and gazing upwards, went on in a low voice:


    “There is no excuse for any of us”


    The image-lamp burned brightly over his head, a candle stood on the table in the middle of the room, and the light of a foggy winter’s morning was already peeping in at the window.


    Presently he bent towards me, and asked:


    “What’s the matter with you?”


    Everything was the matter with me my head was clammy, my body sorely weary; but I did not like to say so because everything about me was so strange. Almost all the chairs in the room were occupied by strangers; there were a priest in a lilac-colored robe, a gray-headed old man with glasses, in a military uniform, and many other people who all sat quite still like wooden figures, or figures frozen, as it were, in expectation of something, and listened to the sound of water splashing somewhere near. By the door stood Uncle Jaakov, very upright, with his hands behind his back. “Here!” said grandfather to him, “take this child to bed.”


    My uncle beckoned me to follow him, and led the way on tiptoe to the door of grandmother’s room, and when I had got into bed he whispered:


    “Your Aunt Natalia is dead.”


    I was not surprised to hear it. She had not been visible for a long time, either in the kitchen or at meals.


    “Where is grandmother?” I asked.


    “Down there,” he replied, waving his hand, and went out of the room, still going softly on his bare feet.


    I lay in bed and looked about me. I seemed to see hairy, gray, sightless faces pressed against the window-pane, and though I knew quite well that those were grandmother’s clothes hanging over the box in the corner, I imagined that some living creature was hiding there and waiting. I put my head under the pillow, leaving one eye uncovered so that I could look at the door, and wished that I dared jump out of bed and run out of the room. It was very hot, and there was a heavy, stifling odor which reminded me of the night when Tsiganok died, and that rivulet of blood ran along the floor.


    Something in my head or my heart seemed to be swelling; everything that I had seen in that house seemed to stretch before my mind’s eye, like a train of winter sledges in the street, and to rise up and crush me.


    The door opened very slowly, and grandmother crept into the room, and closing the door with her shoulder, came slowly forward; and holding out her hand to the blue light of the image-lamp, wailed softly, pitifully as a child:


    “Oh, my poor little hand! My poor hand hurts me so!”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    Chapter V


    
      
    


    BEFORE long another nightmare began. One evening when we had finished tea and grandfather and I sat over the Psalter, while grandmother was washing up the cups and saucers, Uncle Jaakov burst into the room, as dishevelled as ever, and bearing a strange resemblance to one of the household brooms. Without greeting us, he tossed his cap into a corner and began speaking rapidly, with excited gestures.


    “Mischka is kicking up an utterly uncalled-for row. He had dinner with me, drank too much, and began to show unmistakable signs of being out of his mind; he broke up the crockery, tore up an order which had just been completed it was a woolen dress broke the windows, insulted me and Gregory, and now he is coming here, threatening you. He keeps shouting, ‘I’ll pull father’s beard for him! I’ll kill him!’ so you had better look out.”


    Grandfather rose slowly to his feet, resting his hands on the table. He was frowning heavily, and his face seemed to dry up, growing narrow and cruel, like a hatchet.


    “Do you hear that, Mother?” he yelled. “What do you think of it, eh? Our own son coming to kill his father! But it is quite time; it is quite time, my children.”


    He went up the room, straightening his shoulders, to the door, sharply snapped the heavy iron hook, which fastened it, into its ring, and turned again to Uncle Jaakov saying:


    “This is all because you want to get hold of Varvara’s dowry. That ‘s what it is!”


    And he laughed derisively in the face of my uncle, who asked in an offended tone:


    “What should I want with it?”


    “You? I know you!”


    Grandmother was silent as she hastily put the cups and saucers away in the cupboard.


    “Well?” cried grandfather, laughing bitterly. “Very good! Thank you, my son. Mother, give this fox a poker, or an iron if you like. Now, Jaakov Vassilev, when your brother breaks in, kill him before my eyes!”


    My uncle thrust his hands into his pockets and retired into a corner.


    “Of course, if you won’t believe me”


    “Believe you?” cried grandfather, stamping his feet. “No! I’ll believe an animal a dog, a hedge-hog even but I have no faith in you. I know you too well. You made him drunk, and then gave him his instructions. Very well! What are you waiting for? Kill me now him or me, you can take your choice!”


    Grandmother whispered to me softly: “Run upstairs and look out of the window, and when you see Uncle Michael coming along the street, hurry back and tell us. Run along now! Make haste!”


    A little frightened by the threatened invasion of my turbulent uncles, but proud of the confidence placed in me, I leaned out of the window which looked out upon the broad road, now thickly coated with dust through which the lumpy, rough cobblestones were just visible. The street stretched a long way to the left, and crossing the causeway continued to Ostrojni Square, where, firmly planted on the clay soil, stood a gray building with a tower at each of its four corners the old prison, about which there was a suggestion of melancholy beauty. On the right, about three houses away, there was an opening in Syenia Square, which was built round the yellow domicile of the prison officials, and on the leaden-colored fire-tower, on the look-out gallery of the tower, revolved the figures of the watchmen, looking like dogs on chains. The whole square was cut off from the causeway at one end stood a green thicket, and, more to the right, lay the stagnant Dinka Pond, into which, so grandmother used to tell the story, my uncles had thrown my father one winter, with the intention of drowning him. Almost opposite our windows was a lane of small houses of various colors which led to the dumpy, squat church of the “Three Apostles.” If you looked straight at it the roof appeared exactly like a boat turned upside down on the green waves of the garden. Defaced by the snow-storms of a long winter, washed by the continuous rains of autumn, the discolored houses in our street were powdered with dust. They seemed to look at each other with half-closed eyes, like beggars in the church porch, and, like me, they seemed to be waiting for some one, and their open windows had an air of suspicion.


    There were a few people moving about the street in a leisurely manner, like thoughtful cockroaches on a warm hearth; a suffocating heat rose up to me, and the detestable odor of pie and carrots and onions cooking forced itself upon me a smell which always made me feel melancholy.


    I was very miserable ridiculously, intolerably miserable! My breast felt as if it were full of warm lead which pressed from within and exuded through my ribs. I seemed to feel myself inflating like a bladder, and yet there I was, compressed into that tiny room, under a coffin-shaped ceiling.


    There was Uncle Michael peeping from the lane round the corner of the gray houses. He tried to pull his cap down over his ears, but they stuck out all the same. He was wearing a brown pea-jacket and high boots which were very dusty; one hand was in the pocket of his check trousers, and with the other he tugged at his beard. I could not see his face, but he stood almost as if he were prepared to dart across the road and seize grandfather’s house in his rough, black hands. I ought to have run downstairs to say that he had come, but I could not tear myself away from the window, and I waited till I saw my uncle kick the dust about over his gray boots just as if he were afraid, and then cross the road. I heard the door of the wineshop creak, and its glass panels rattle as he opened it, before I ran downstairs and knocked at grandfather’s door.


    “Who is it?” he asked gruffly, making no attempt to let me in. “Oh, it ‘s you! Well, what is it?”


    “He has gone into the wineshop!”


    “All right! Run along!”


    “But I am frightened up there.”


    “I can’t help that.”


    Again I stationed myself at the window. It was getting dark. The dust lay more thickly on the road, and looked almost black; yellow patches of light oozed out from the adjacent windows, and from the house opposite came strains of music played on several stringed instruments melancholy but pleasing. There was singing in the tavern, too; when the door opened the sound of a feeble, broken voice floated out into the street. I recognized it as belonging to the beggar cripple, Nikitoushka a bearded ancient, with one glass eye and the other always tightly closed. When the door banged it sounded as if his song had been cut off with an ax.


    Grandmother used to quite envy this beggar-man. After listening to his songs she used to say, with a sigh:


    “There ‘s talent for you! What a lot of poetry he knows by heart. It ‘s a gift that ‘s what it is!”


    Sometimes she invited him into the yard, where he sat on the steps and sang, or told stories, while grandmother sat beside him and listened, with such exclamations as:


    “Go on. Do you mean to tell me that Our Lady was ever at Ryazin?”


    To which he would reply in a low voice which carried conviction with it:


    “She went everywhere through every province.”


    An elusive, dreamy lassitude seemed to float up to me from the street, and place its oppressive weight upon my heart and my eyes. I wished that grandmother would come to me or even grandfather. I wondered what kind of a man my father had been that grandfather and my uncles disliked him so, while grandmother and Gregory and Nyanya Eugenia spoke so well of him. And where was my mother? I thought of her more and more every day, making her the center of all the fairy-tales and old legends related to me by grandmother. The fact that she did not choose to live with her own family increased my respect for her. I imagined her living at an inn on a highroad, with robbers who waylaid rich travelers, and shared the spoils with beggars. Or it might be that she was living in a forest in a cave, of course with good robbers, keeping house for them, and taking care of their stolen gold. Or, again, she might be wandering about the earth reckoning up its treasures, as the robber-chieftainess Engalitchev went with Our Lady, who would say to her, as she said to the robber-chieftainess:


    “Do not steal, O grasping slave, The gold and silver from every cave; Nor rob the earth of all its treasure For thy greedy body’s pleasure.”


    To which my mother would answer in the words of the robber-chieftainess:


    “Pardon, Lady, Virgin Blest! To my sinful soul give rest; Not for myself the gold I take, I do it for my young son’s sake.”


    And Our Lady, good-natured, like grandmother, would pardon her, and say:


    “Maroushka, Maroushka, of Tartar blood, For you, luckless one, ‘neath the Cross I stood; Continue your journey and bear your load, And scatter your tears o’er the toilsome road. no


    But with Russian people please do not meddle; Waylay the Mongol in the woods Or rob the Kalmuck of his goods.”


    Thinking of this story, I lived in it, as if it had been a dream. I was awakened by a trampling, a tumult, and howls from below in the sheds and in the yard. I looked out of the window and saw grandfather, Uncle Jaakov, and a man employed by the tavern-keeper the funny-looking bartender, Melyan pushing Uncle Michael through the wicker-gate into the street. He hit out, but they struck him on the arms, the back, and the neck with their hands, and then kicked him. In the end he went flying headlong through the gate, and landed in the dusty road. The gate banged, the latch and the bolt rattled; all that remained of the fray was a much ill-used cap lying in the gateway, and all was quiet.


    After lying still for a time, my uncle dragged himself to his feet, all torn and dishevelled, and picking up one of the cobblestones, hurled it at the gate with such a resounding clangor as might have been caused by a blow on the bottom of a cask. Shadowy people crept out of the tavern, shouting, cursing, gesticulating violently; heads were thrust out of the windows of the houses round; the street was alive with people, laughing and talking loudly. It was all like a story which aroused one’s curiosity, but was at the same time unpleasant and full of horrors. Suddenly the whole thing was obliterated; the voices died away, and every one disappeared from my sight.


    On a box by the door sat grandmother, doubled up, motionless, hardly breathing. I went and stood close to her and stroked her warm, soft, wet cheeks, but she did not seem to feel my touch, as she murmured over and over again hoarsely:


    “O God! have You no compassion left for me and my children”? Lord! have mercy!”


    It seems that grandfather had only lived in that house in Polevoi Street for a year from one spring to another yet during that time it had acquired an unpleasant notoriety. Almost every Sunday boys ran about our door, chanting gleefully:


    “There ‘s another row going on at the Kashmirins!” Uncle Michael generally put in an appearance in the evening and held the house in a state of siege all night, putting its occupants into a frenzy of fear: sometimes he was accompanied by two or three assistants repulsive-looking loafers of the lowest class. They used to make their way unseen from the causeway to the garden, and, once there, they indulged their drunken whims to the top of their bent, stripping the raspberry and currant bushes, and sometimes making a raid on the washhouse and breaking everything in it which could be broken washing-stools, benches, kettles smashing the stove, tearing up the flooring, and pulling down the framework of the door.


    Grandfather, grim and mute, stood at the window listening to the noise made by these destroyers of his property; while grandmother, whose form could not be descried in the darkness, ran about the yard, crying in a voice of entreaty:


    “Mischka! what are you thinking of? Mischka!”


    For answer, a torrent of abuse in Russian, hideous as the ravings of a madman, was hurled at her from the garden by the brute, who was obviously ignorant of the meaning, and insensible to the effect of the words which he vomited forth.


    I knew that I must not run after grandmother at such a time, and I was afraid to be alone, so I went down to grandfather’s room; but directly he saw me, he cried:


    “Get out! Curse you!”


    I ran up to the garret and looked out on the yard and garden from the dormer-window, trying to keep grandmother in sight. I was afraid that they would kill her, and I screamed, and called out to her, but she did not come to me; only my drunken uncle, hearing my voice, abused my mother in furious and obscene language.


    On one of these evenings grandfather was unwell, and as he uneasily moved his head, which was swathed in a towel, upon his pillow, he lamented shrilly:


    “For this I have lived, and sinned, and heaped up riches! If it were not for the shame and disgrace of it, I would call in the police, and let them be taken before the Governor tomorrow. But look at the dis grace! What sort of parents are they who bring the law to bear on their children? Well, there ‘s nothing for you to do but to lie still under it, old man!”


    He suddenly jumped out of bed, and went, staggeringly, to the window.


    Grandmother caught his arm: “Where are you going?” she asked.


    “Light up!” he said, breathing hard.


    When grandmother had lit the candle, he took the candlestick from her, and holding it close to him, as a soldier would hold a gun, he shouted from the window in loud, mocking tones:


    “Hi, Mischka! You burglar! You mangy, mad cur!”


    Instantly the top pane of glass was shattered to atoms, and half a brick fell on the table beside grandmother.


    “Why don’t you aim straight?” shrieked grandfather hysterically.


    Grandmother just took him in her arms, as she would have taken me, and carried him back to bed, saying over and over again in a tone of terror:


    “What are you thinking of? What are you thinking of? May God forgive you! I can see that Siberia will be the end of this for him. But in his madness he can’t realize what Siberia would mean.”


    Grandfather moved his legs angrily, and sobbing dryly, said in a choked voice:


    “Let him kill me!”


    From outside came howls, and the sound of trampling feet, and a scraping at walls. I snatched the brick from the table and ran to the window with it, but grandmother seized me in time, and hurling it into a corner, hissed:


    “You little devil!”


    Another time my uncle came armed with a thick stake, and broke into the vestibule of the house from the yard by breaking in the door as he stood on the top of the dark flight of steps. However, grandfather was waiting for him on the other side, stick in hand, with two of his tenants armed with clubs, and the tall wife of the innkeeper holding a rolling-pin in readiness. Grandmother came softly behind them, murmuring in tones of earnest entreaty:


    “Let me go to him! Let me have one word with him!”


    Grandfather was standing with one foot thrust forward like the man with the spear in the picture called “The Bear Hunt.” When grandmother ran to him, he said nothing, but pushed her away by a movement of his elbow and his foot. All four were standing in formidable readiness. Hanging on the wall above them was a lantern which cast an unflattering, spasmodic light on their countenances. I saw all this from the top staircase, and I was wishing all the time that I could fetch grandmother to be with me up there.


    My uncle had carried out the operation of breaking in the door with vigor and success. It had slipped out of its place and was ready to spring out of the upper hinge the lower one was already broken away and jangled discordantly.


    Grandfather spoke to his companions-in-arms in a voice which repeated the same jarring sound:


    “Go for his arms and legs, but let his silly head alone, please.”


    In the wall, at the side of the door, there was a little window, through which you could just put your head. Uncle had smashed the panes, and it looked, with the splinters sticking out all round it, like some one’s black eye. To this window grandmother rushed, and putting her hand through into the yard, waved it warningly as she cried:


    “Mischka! For Christ’s sake go away; they will tear you limb from limb. Do go away!”


    He struck at her with the stake he was holding. A broad object could be seen distinctly to pass the window and fall upon her hand, and following on this grandmother herself fell; but even as she lay on her back she managed to call out:


    “Mischka! Mi i schka! Run!”


    “Mother, where are you?” bawled grandfather in a terrific voice.


    The door gave way, and framed in the black lintel stood my uncle; but a moment later he had been hurled, like a lump of mud off a spade, down the steps.


    The wife of the innkeeper carried grandmother to grandfather’s room, to which he soon followed her, asking morosely:


    “Any bones broken?”


    “Och! I should think every one of them was broken,” replied grandmother, keeping her eyes closed. “What have you done with him’? What have you done with him?”


    “Have some sense!” exclaimed grandfather sternly. “Do you think I am a wild beast”? He is lying in the cellar bound hand and foot, and I ‘ve given him a good drenching with water. I admit it was a bad thing to do; but who caused the whole trouble?”


    Grandmother groaned.


    “I have sent for the bone-setter. Try and bear it till he comes,” said grandfather, sitting beside her on the bed. “They are ruining us, Mother and in the shortest time possible.”


    “Give them what they ask for then.”


    “What about Varvara?”


    They discussed the matter for a long time grandmother quietly and pitifully, and grandfather in loud and angry tones.


    Then a little, humpbacked old woman came, with an enormous mouth, extending from ear to ear; her lower jaw trembled, her mouth hung open like the mouth of a fish, and a pointed nose peeped over her upper lip. Her eyes were not visible. She hardly moved her feet as her crutches scraped along the floor, and she carried in her hand a bundle which rattled.


    It seemed to me that she had brought death to grandmother, and darting at her I yelled with all my force:


    “Go away!”


    Grandfather seized me, not too gently, and, looking very cross, carried me to the attic.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    Chapter VI


    
      
    


    WHEN the spring came my uncles separated Jaakov remained in the town and Michael established himself by the river, while grandfather bought a large, interesting house in Polevoi Street, with a tavern on the ground-floor, comfortable little rooms under the roof, and a garden running down to the causeway which simply bristled with leafless willow branches.


    “Canes for you!” grandfather said, merrily winking at me, as after looking at the garden, I accompanied him on the soft, slushy road. “I shall begin teaching you to read and write soon, so they will come in handy.”


    The house was packed full of lodgers, with the exception of the top floor, where grandfather had a room for himself and for the reception of visitors, and the attic, in which grandmother and I had established ourselves. Its window gave on to the street, and one could see, by leaning over the sill, in the evenings and on holidays, drunken men crawling out of the tavern and staggering up the road, shouting and tumbling about. Sometimes they were thrown out into the road, just as if they had been sacks, and then they would try to make their way into the tavern again; the door would bang, and creak, and the hinges would squeak, and then a fight would begin. It was very interesting to look down on all this.


    Every morning grandfather went to the workshops of his sons to help them to get settled, and every evening he would return tired, depressed, and cross.


    Grandmother cooked, and sewed, and pottered about in the kitchen and flower gardens, revolving about something or other all day long, like a gigantic top set spinning by an invisible whip; taking snuff continually, and sneezing, and wiping her perspiring face as she said:


    “Good luck to you, good old world! Well now, Oleysha, my darling, isn’t this a nice quiet life now? This is thy doing, Queen of Heaven that everything has turned out so well!”


    But her idea of a quiet life was not mine. From morning till night the other occupants of the house ran in and out and up and down tumultuously, thus demonstrating their neighborliness always in a hurry, yet always late; always complaining, and always ready to call out: “Akulina Ivanovna!”


    And Akulina Ivanovna, invariably amiable, and impartially attentive to them all, would help herself to snuff and carefully wipe her nose and fingers on a red check handkerchief before replying:


    “To get rid of lice, my friend, you must wash yourself oftener and take baths of mint-vapor; but if the lice are under the skin, you should take a tablespoonful of the purest goose-grease, a teaspoonful of sulphur, three drops of quicksilver stir all these ingredients together seven times with a potsherd in an earthenware vessel, and use the mixture as an ointment. But remember that if you stir it with a wooden or a bone spoon the mercury will be wasted, and that if you put a brass or silver spoon into it, it will do you harm to use it.”


    Sometimes, after consideration, she would say:


    “You had better go to Asaph, the chemist at Petchyor, my good woman, for I am sure I don’t know how to advise you.”


    She acted as midwife, and as peacemaker in family quarrels and disputes; she would cure infantile maladies, and recite the “Dream of Our Lady,” so that the women might learn it by heart “for luck,” and was always ready to give advice in matters of housekeeping.


    “The cucumber itself will tell you when pickling time comes; when it falls to the ground and gives forth a curious odor, then is the time to pluck it. Kvass must be roughly dealt with, and it does not like much sweetness, so prepare it with raisins, to which you may add one zolotnik to every two and a half gallons. ... You can make curds in different ways. There ‘s the Donski flavor, and the Gimpanski, and the Caucasian.”


    All day long I hung about her in the garden and in the yard, and accompanied her to neighbors’ houses, where she would sit for hours drinking tea and telling all sorts of stories. I had grown to be a part of her, as it were, and at this period of my life I do not remember anything so distinctly as that energetic old woman, who was never weary of doing good.


    Sometimes my mother appeared on the scene from somewhere or other, for a short time. Lofty and severe, she looked upon us all with her cold gray eyes, which were like the winter sun, and soon vanished again, leaving us nothing to remember her by.


    Once I asked grandmother: “Are you a witch?”


    “Well! What idea will you get into your head next?” she laughed. But she added in a thoughtful tone: “How could I be a witch? Witchcraft is a difficult science. Why, I can’t read and write even; I don’t even know my alphabet. Grandfather he ‘s a regular cormorant for learning, but Our Lady never made me a scholar.”


    Then she presented still another phase of her life to me as she went on:


    “I was a little orphan like you, you know. My mother was just a poor peasant woman and a cripple.


    She was little more than a child when a gentleman took advantage of her. In fear of what was to come, she threw herself out of the window one night, and broke her ribs and hurt her shoulder so much that her right hand, which she needed most, was withered ... and a noted lace-worker, too! Well, of course her employers did not want her after that, and they dismissed her to get her living as well as she could. How can one earn bread without hands? So she had to beg, to live on the charity of others; but in those times people were richer and kinder ... the carpenters of Balakhana, as well as the lace-workers, were famous, and all the people were for show.


    “Sometimes my mother and I stayed in the town for the autumn and winter, but as soon as the Archangel Gabriel waved his sword and drove away the winter, and clothed the earth with spring, we started on our travels again, going whither our eyes led us. To Mourome we went, and to Urievitz, and by the upper Volga, and by the quiet Oka. It was good to wander about the world in the spring and summer, when all the earth was smiling and the grass was like velvet; and the Holy Mother of God scattered flowers over the fields, and everything seemed to bring joy to one, and speak straight to one’s heart. And sometimes, when we were on the hills, my mother, closing her blue eyes, would begin to sing in a voice which, though not powerful, was as clear as a bell; and listening to her, everything about us seemed to fall into a breathless sleep. Ah! God knows it was good to be alive in those days!


    “But by the time that I was nine years old, my mother began to feel that she would be blamed if she took me about begging with her any longer; in fact, she began to be ashamed of the life we were leading, and so she settled at Balakhana, and went about the streets begging from house to house taking up a position in the church porch on Sundays and holidays, while I stayed at home and learned to make lace. I was an apt pupil, because I was so anxious to help my mother; but sometimes I did not seem to get on at all, and then I used to cry. But in two years I had learned the business, mind you, small as I was, and the fame of of it went through the town. When people wanted really good lace, they came to us at once:


    “‘Now, Akulina, make your bobbins fly!’’


    “And I was very happy ... those were great days for me. But of course it was mother’s work, not mine; for though she had only one hand and that one useless, it was she who taught me how to work. And a good teacher is worth more than ten workers.


    “Well, I began to be proud. ‘Now, my little mother,’ I said, ‘you must give up begging, for I can earn enough to keep us both.’


    “‘Nothing of the sort!’ she replied. ‘What you earn shall be set aside for your dowry.’


    “And not long after this, grandfather came on the scene. A wonderful lad he was only twenty-two, and already a freewater-man. His mother had had her eye on me for some time. She saw that I was a clever worker, and being only a beggar’s daughter, I suppose she thought I should be easy to manage; but! Well, she was a crafty, malignant woman, but we won’t rake up all that. ... Besides, why should we remember bad people? God sees them; He sees all they do; and the devils love them.”


    And she laughed heartily, wrinkling her nose comically, while her eyes, shining pensively, seemed to caress me, more eloquent even than her words.


    I remember one quiet evening having tea with grandmother in grandfather’s room. He was not well, and was sitting on his bed undressed, with a large towel wrapped round his shoulders, sweating profusely and breathing quickly and heavily. His green eyes were dim, his face puffed and livid; his small, pointed ears also were quite purple, and his hand shook pitifully as he stretched it out to take his cup of tea. His manner was gentle too; he was quite unlike himself.


    “Why haven’t you given me any sugar?” he asked pettishly, like a spoiled child.


    “I have put honey in it; it is better for you,” replied grandmother kindly but firmly.


    Drawing in his breath and making a sound in his throat like the quacking of a duck, he swallowed the hot tea at a gulp.


    “I shall die this time,” he said; “see if I don’t!”


    “Don’t you worry! I will take care of you.”


    “That ‘s all very well; but if I die now I might as well have never lived. Everything will fall to pieces.”


    “Now, don’t you talk. Lie quiet.”


    He lay silent for a minute with closed eyes, twisting his thin beard round his fingers, and smacking his discolored lips together; but suddenly he shook himself as if some one had run a pin into him, and began to utter his thoughts aloud:


    “Jaaschka and Mischka ought to get married again as soon as possible. New ties would very likely give them a fresh hold on life. What do you think?” Then he began to search his memory for the names of eligible brides in the town.


    But grandmother kept silence as she drank cup after cup of tea, and I sat at the window looking at the evening sky over the town as it grew redder and redder and cast a crimson reflection upon the windows of the opposite houses. As a punishment for some misdemeanor, grandfather had forbidden me to go out in the garden or the yard. Round the birch trees in the garden circled beetles, making a tinkling sound with their wings; a cooper was working in a neighboring yard, and not far away some one was sharpening knives. The voices of children who were hidden by the thick bushes rose up from the garden and the causeway. It all seemed to draw me and hold me, while the melancholy of eventide flowed into my heart.


    Suddenly grandfather produced a brand-new book from somewhere, banged it loudly on the palm of his hand, and called me in brisk tones.


    “Now, yon young rascal, come here! Sit down! Now do you see these letters’? This is ‘Az.’ Say after me ‘Az,’ ‘Buki,’ ‘Viedi.’ What is this one?”


    “Buki.”


    “Right! And what is this?”


    “Viedi.”


    “Wrong! It is ‘Az.’


    “Look at these ‘Glagol,’ ‘Dobro,’ ‘Yest.’ WTiat is this one?”


    “Dobro.”


    “Right! And this one?”


    “Glagol.”


    “Good! And this one?”


    “Az.”


    “You ought to be lying still, you know, Father,” put in grandmother.


    “Oh, don’t bother! This is just die dung for me; it takes my thoughts off myself. Go on, Lexei!”


    He put his hot, moist aim round my neck, and ticked off the letters on my shoulder with his finger He smelled strongly of vinegar, to which an odor of baked onion was added, and I felt nearly suffocated; but he flew into a rage and growled and roared in my ear:


    “Zemlya, Loodi!”


    The words were familiar to me, but the Slav characters did not correspond with them. “Zemlya” (Z) looked like a worm; 4i Glagol M (G) like round-shouldered Gregory; “Ya” resembled grandmother and me standing together; and grandfather seemed to have something in common with all the letters of the alphabet.


    He took me through it over and over again, sometimes asking me the names of the letters in order, sometimes “dodging”; and his hot temper must have been catching, for I also began to perspire, and to shout at the top of my voice at which he was greatly amused. He clutched his chest as he coughed violently and tossed the book aside, wheezing:


    “Do you hear how he bawls, Mother? What are you making that noise for, you little Astrakhan maniac?


    It was you that made the noise.


    It was a pleasure to me then to look at him and at grandmother, who, with her elbows on the table, and cheek resting on her hand, was watching us and laughing gently as she said:


    “You will burst yourselves with laughing if you are not careful.”


    “I am irritable because I am unwell,” grandfather explained in a friendly tone. “But what ‘s the matter with you, eh?”


    “Our poor Natalia was mistaken,” he said to grandmother, shaking his damp head, “when she said he had no memory. He has a memory, thank God! It is like a horse’s memory. Get on with it, snub-nose!”


    At last he playfully pushed me off the bed.


    “That will do. You can take the book, and tomorrow you will say the whole alphabet to me without a mistake, and I will give you five kopecks.”


    When I held out my hand for the book, he drew me to him and said gruffly:


    “That mother of yours does not care what becomes of you, my lad.”


    Grandmother started.


    “Oh, Father, why do you say such things’?”


    “I ought not to have said it my feelings got the better of me. Oh, what a girl that is for going astray!”


    He pushed me from him roughly.


    “Run along now! You can go out, but not into the street; don’t you dare to do that. Go to the yard or the garden.”


    The garden had special attractions for me. As soon as I showed myself on the hillock there, the boys in the causeway started to throw stones at me, and I returned the charge with a will.


    “Here comes the ninny,” they would yell as soon as they saw me, arming themselves hastily. “Let ‘s skin him!”


    As I did not know what they meant by “ninny,” the nickname did not offend me; but I liked to feel that I was one alone fighting against the lot of them, especially when a well-aimed stone sent the enemy flying to shelter amongst the bushes. We engaged in these battles without malice, and they generally ended without any one being hurt.


    I learned to read and write easily. Grandmother bestowed more and more attention on me, and whippings became rarer and rarer although in my opinion I deserved them more than ever before, for the older and more vigorous I grew the more often I broke grandfather’s rules, and disobeyed his commands; yet he did no more than scold me, or shake his fist at me. I began to think, if you please, that he must have beaten me without cause in the past, and I told him so.


    He lightly tilted my chin and raised my face towards him, blinking as he drawled:


    “Wha a a t?”


    And half-laughing, he added:


    “You heretic! How can you possibly know how many whippings you need? Who should know if not I? There! get along with you.”


    But he had no sooner said this than he caught me by the shoulder and asked:


    “Which are you now, I wonder crafty or simple?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “You don’t know! Well, I will tell you this much be crafty; it pays! Simple-mindedness is nothing but foolishness. Sheep are simple-minded, remember that! That will do. Run away!”


    Before long I was able to spell out the Psalms. Our usual time for this was after the evening tea, when I had to read one Psalm.


    “B-l-e-s-s, Bless; e-d, ed; Blessed,” I read, guiding the pointer across the page. “Blessed is the man Does that mean Uncle Jaakov?” I asked, to relieve the tedium.


    “I’ll box your ears; that will teach you who it is that is blessed,” replied grandfather, snorting angrily; but I felt that his anger was only assumed, because he thought it was the right thing to be angry.


    And I was not mistaken; in less than a minute it was plain that he had forgotten all about me as he muttered:


    “Yes, yes! King David showed himself to be very spiteful in sport, and in his songs, and in the Absalom affair. Ah! Maker of Songs, Master of Language, and Jester. That is what you were!”


    I left off reading to look at his frowning, wondering face. His eyes, blinking slightly, seemed to look through me, and a warm, melancholy brightness shone from them; but I knew that before long his usual harsh expression would return to them. He drummed on the table spasmodically with his thin fingers; his stained nails shone, and his golden eyebrows moved up and down.


    “Grandfather!”


    “Eh?”


    “Tell me a story.”


    “Get on with your reading, you lazy clown!” he said querulously, rubbing his eyes just as if he had been awakened from sleep. “You like stories, but you don’t care for the Psalms!”


    I rather suspected that he, too, liked stories better than the Psalter, which he knew almost by heart, for he had made a vow to read it through every night before going to bed, which he did in a sort of chant, just as the deacons recite the breviary in church.


    At my earnest entreaty, the old man, who was growing softer every day, gave in to me.


    “Very well, then! You will always have the Psalter with you, but God will be calling me to judgment before long.”


    So, reclining against the upholstered back of the old armchair, throwing back his head and gazing at the ceiling, he quietly and thoughtfully began telling me about old times, and about his father. Once robbers had come to Balakhana, to rob Zaev, the merchant, and grandfather’s father rushed to the belfry to sound the alarm; but the robbers came up after him, felled him with their swords, and threw him down from the tower.


    “But I was an infant at the time, so of course I do not remember anything about the affair. The first person I remember is a Frenchman; that was when I was twelve years old exactly twelve. Three batches of prisoners were driven into Balakhana all small, wizened people; some of them dressed worse than beggars, and others so cold that they could hardly stand by themselves. The peasants would have beaten them to death, but the escort prevented that and drove them away; and there was no more trouble after that. We got used to the Frenchmen, who showed themselves to be skilful and sagacious; merry enough too ... sometimes they sang songs. Gentlemen used to come out from Nijni in troikas to examine the prisoners; some of them abused the Frenchmen and shook their fists at them, and even went so far as to strike them, while others spoke kindly to them in their own tongue, gave them money, and showed them great cordiality. One old gentleman covered his face with his hands and wept, and said that that villain Bonaparte had ruined the French. There, you see! He was a Russian, and a gentleman, and he had a good heart he pitied those foreigners.”


    He was silent for a moment, keeping his eyes closed, and smoothing his hair with his hands; then he went on, recalling the past with great precision.


    “Winter had cast its spell over the streets, the peasants’ huts were frostbound, and the Frenchmen used sometimes to run to our mother’s house and stand under the windows she used to make little loaves to sell and tap on the glass, shouting and jumping about as they asked for hot bread. Mother would not have them in our cottage, but she threw them the loaves from the window; and all hot as they were, they snatched them up and thrust them into their breasts, against their bare skin. How they bore the heat I cannot imagine! Many of them died of cold, for they came from a warm country, and were not accustomed to frost. Two of them lived in our wash-house, in the kitchen garden an officer, with his orderly, Miron.


    “The officer was a tall, thin man, with his bones coming through his skin, and he used to go about wrapped in a woman’s cloak which reached to his knees. He was very amiable, but a drunkard, and my mother used to brew beer on the quiet and sell it to him. When he had been drinking he used to sing. When he had learned to speak our language he used to air his views ‘Your country is not white at all, it is black and bad!’ He spoke very imperfectly, but we could understand him, and what he said was quite true. The upper banks of the Volga are not pleasing, but farther south the earth is warmer, and on the Caspian Sea snow is never even seen. One can believe that, for there is no mention of either snow or winter in the Gospels, or in the Acts, or in the Psalms, as far as I remember ... and the place where Christ lived ... Well, as soon as we have finished the Psalms we will read the Gospels together.”


    He fell into another silence, just as if he had dropped off to sleep. His thoughts were far away, and his eyes, as they glanced sideways out of the window, looked small and sharp.


    “Tell me some more,” I said, as a gentle reminder of my presence.


    He started, and then began again.


    “Well we were talking about French people. They are human beings like ourselves, after all, not worse, or more sinful. Sometimes they used to call out to my mother, ‘Madame! Madame!’ that means ‘my lady,’ ‘my mistress’ and she would put flour five poods of it into their sacks. Her strength was extraordinary for a woman; she could lift me up by the hair quite easily until I was twenty, and even at that age I was no light weight. Well, this orderly, Miron, loved horses; he used to go into the yard and make signs for them to give him a horse to groom. At first there was trouble about it there were disputes and enmity but in the end the peasants used to call him ‘Hi, Miron!’ and he used to laugh and nod his head, and run to them. He was sandy, almost red-haired, with a large nose and thick lips. He knew all about horses, and treated their maladies with wonderful success; later on he became a veterinary surgeon at Nijni, but he went out of his mind and was killed in a fire. Towards the spring the officer began to show signs of breaking up, and passed quietly away, one day in early spring, while he was sitting at the window of the out-house just sitting and thinking, with drooping head.


    “That is how his end came. I was very grieved about it. I cried a little, even, on the quiet. He was so gentle. He used to pull my ears, and talk to me so kindly in his own tongue. I could not understand him, but I liked to hear him human kindness is not to be bought in any market. He began to teach me his language, but my mother forbade it, and even went so far as to send me to the priest, who prescribed a beating for me, and went himself to make a complaint to the officer. In those days, my lad, we were treated very harshly. You have not experienced anything like it yet. ... What you have had to put up with is nothing to it, and don’t you forget it! ... Take my own case, for example. ... I had to go through so much”


    Darkness began to fall. Grandfather seemed to grow curiously large in the twilight, and his eyes gleamed like those of a cat. On most subjects he spoke quietly, carefully, and thoughtfully, but when he talked about himself his words came quickly and his tone was passionate and boastful, and I did not like to hear him; nor did I relish his frequent and peremptory command:


    “Remember what I am telling you now! Take care you don’t forget this!”


    He told me of many things which I had no desire to remember, but which, without any command from him, I involuntarily retained in my memory, to cause me a morbid sickness of heart.


    He never told fictitious stories, but always related events which had really happened; and I also noticed that he hated to be questioned, which prompted me to ask persistently:


    “Who are the best the French or the Russians?”


    “How can I tell? I never saw a Frenchman at home,” he growled angrily. “A Pole cat is all right in its own hole,” he added.


    “But are the Russians good?”


    “In many respects they are, but they were better when the landlords ruled. We are all at sixes and sevens now; people can’t even get a living. The gentlefolk, of course, are to blame, because they have more intelligence to back them up; but that can’t be said of all of them, but only of a few good ones who have already been proved. As for the others most of them are as foolish as mice; they will take anything you like to give them. We have plenty of nut shells amongst us, but the kernels are missing; only nut shells, the kernels have been devoured. There ‘s a lesson for you, man! We ought to have learned it, our wits ought to have been sharpened by now; but we are not keen enough yet.”


    “Are Russians stronger than other people?” “We have some very strong people amongst us; but it is not strength which is so important, but dexterity. As far as sheer strength goes, the horse is our superior.”


    “But why did the French make war on us?”


    “Well, war is the Emperor’s affair. We can’t expect to understand about it.”


    But to my question: “What sort of a man was Bonaparte?” grandfather replied in a tone of retrospection:


    “He was a wicked man. He wanted to make war on the whole world, and after that he wanted to make us all equal without rulers, or masters; every one to be equal, without distinction of class, under the same rules, professing the same religion, so that the only difference between one person and another would be their names. It was all nonsense, of course. Lobsters are the only creatures which cannot be distinguished one from the other ... but fish are divided into classes. The sturgeon will not associate with the sheat-fish, and the sterlet refuses to make a friend of the herring. There have been Bonapartes amongst us; there was Razin (Stepan Timotheev), and Pygatch (Emilian Ivanov) but I will tell you about them another time.”


    Sometimes he would remain silent for a long time, gazing at me with rolling eyes, as if he had never seen me before, which was not at all pleasant. But he never spoke to me of my father or my mother. Now and again grandmother would enter noiselessly during these conversations, and taking a seat in the corner, would remain there for a long time silent and invisible. Then she would ask suddenly in her caressing voice:


    “Do you remember, Father, how lovely it was when we went on a pilgrimage to Mouron? What year would that be now?”


    After pondering, grandfather would answer carefully:


    “I can’t say exactly, but it was before the cholera. It was the year we caught those escaped convicts in the woods.”


    “True, true! We were still frightened of them”


    “That’s right!”


    I asked what escaped convicts were, and why they were running about the woods; and grandfather rather reluctantly explained.


    “They are simply men who have run away from prison from the work they have been set to do.”


    “How did you catch them?”


    “How did we catch them? Why, like little boys play hide-and-seek some run away and the others look for them and catch them. When they were caught they were thrashed, their nostrils were slit, and they were branded on the forehead as a sign that they were convicts.”


    “But why?”


    “Ah! that is the question and one I can’t answer.


    As to which is in the wrong the one who runs away or the one who pursues him that also is a mystery!”


    “And do you remember, Father,” said grandmother, “after the great fire, how we?”


    Grandfather, who put accuracy before everything else, asked grimly:


    “What great fire?”


    When they went over the past like this, they forgot all about me. Their voices and their words mingled so softly and so harmoniously, that it sounded sometimes as if they were singing melancholy songs about illnesses and fires, about massacred people and sudden deaths, about clever rogues, and religious maniacs, and harsh landlords.


    “What a lot we have lived through! What a lot we have seen!” murmured grandfather softly.


    “We haven’t had such a bad life, have we?” said grandmother. “Do you remember how well the spring began, after Varia was born?”


    “That was in the year ‘48, during the Hungarian Campaign; and the day after the christening they drove out her godfather, Tikhon”


    “And he disappeared,” sighed grandmother.


    “Yes; and from that time God’s blessings have seemed to flow off our house like water off a duck’s back. Take Varvara, for instance”


    “Now, Father, that will do!”


    “What do you mean That will do’?’ he asked, scowling at her angrily. “Our children have turned out badly, whichever way you look at them. What has become of the vigor of our youth? We thought we were storing it up for ourselves in our children, as one might pack something away carefully in a basket; when, lo and behold, God changes it in our hands into a riddle without an answer!”


    He ran about the room, uttering cries as if he had burned himself, and groaning as if he were ill; then turning on grandmother he began to abuse his children, shaking his small, withered fist at her threateningly as he cried:


    “And it is all your fault for giving in to them, and for taking their part, you old hag!”


    His grief and excitement culminated in a tearful howl as he threw himself on the floor before the icon, and beating his withered, hollow breast with all his force, cried:


    “Lord, have I sinned more than others’? Why then?”


    And he trembled from head to foot, and his eyes, wet with tears, glittered with resentment and animosity.


    Grandmother, without speaking, crossed herself as she sat in her dark corner, and then, approaching him cautiously, said:


    “Now, why are you fretting like this? God knows what He is doing. You say that other people’s children are better than ours, but I assure you, Father, that you will find the same thing everywhere quarrels, and bickerings, and disturbances. All parents wash away their sins with their tears; you are not the only one.”


    Sometimes these words would pacify him, and he would begin to get ready for bed; then grandmother and I would steal away to our attic.


    But once when she approached him with soothing speech, he turned on her swiftly, and with all his force dealt her a blow in the face with his fist.


    Grandmother reeled, and almost lost her balance, but she managed to steady herself, and putting her hand to her lips, said quietly: “Fool!” And she spit blood at his feet; but he only gave two prolonged howls and raised both hands to her.


    “Go away, or I will kill you!”


    “Fool!” she repeated as she was leaving the room.


    Grandfather rushed at her, but, with haste, she stepped over the threshold and banged the door in his face.


    “Old hag!” hissed grandfather, whose face had become livid, as he clung to the door-post, clawing it viciously.


    I was sitting on the couch, more dead than alive, hardly able to believe my eyes. This was the first time he had struck grandmother in my presence, and I was overwhelmed with disgust at this new aspect of his character at this revelation of a trait which I found unforgivable, and I felt as if I were being suffocated. He stayed where he was, hanging on to the door-post, his face becoming gray and shriveled up as if it were covered with ashes.


    Suddenly he moved to the middle of the room, knelt down, and bent forward, resting his hands on the floor; but he straightened himself almost directly, and beat his breast.


    “And now, O Lord!”


    I slipped off the warm tiles of the stove-couch, and crept out of the room, as carefully as if I were treading on ice. I found grandmother upstairs, walking up and down the room, and rinsing her mouth at intervals.


    “Are you hurt?”


    She went into the corner, spit out some water into the hand-basin, and replied coolly:


    “Nothing to make a fuss about. My teeth are all right; it is only my lips that are bruised.”


    “Why did he do it?’


    Glancing out of the window she said:


    “He gets into a temper. It is hard for him in his old age. Everything seems to turn out badly. Now you go to bed, say your prayers, and don’t think any more about this.”


    I began to ask some more questions; but with a severity quite unusual in her, she cried:


    “What did I say to you? Go to bed at once! I never heard of such disobedience!”


    She sat at the window, sucking her lip and spitting frequently into her handkerchief, and I undressed, looking at her. I could see the stars shining above her black head through the blue, square window. In the street all was quiet, and the room was in darkness. When I was in bed she came over to me and softly stroking my head, she said:


    “Sleep well! I shall go down to him. Don’t be anxious about me, sweetheart. It was my own fault, you know. Now go to sleep!”


    She kissed me and went away; but an overwhelming sadness swept over me. I jumped out of the wide, soft, warm bed, and going to the window, gazed down upon the empty street, petrified by grief.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    Chapter VII


    
      
    


    I WAS not long in grasping the fact that there was one God for grandfather and another for grandmother. The frequency with which this difference was brought to my notice made it impossible to ignore it.


    Sometimes grandmother woke up in the morning and sat a long while on the bed combing her wonderful hair. Holding her head firmly, she would draw the comb with its jagged teeth through every thread of that black, silky mane, whispering the while, not to wake me:


    “Bother you! The devil take you for sticking together like this!”


    When she had thus taken all the tangles out, she quickly wove it into a thick plait, washed in a hurry, with many angry tossings of her head, and without washing away the signs of irritation from her large face, which was creased by sleep, she placed herself before the icon and began her real morning ablutions, by which her whole being was instantly refreshed.


    She straightened her crooked back, and raising her head, gazed upon the round face of Our Lady of Kazan, and after crossing herself reverently, said in a loud, fierce whisper:


    “Most Glorious Virgin! Take me under thy protection this day, dear Mother.”


    Having made a deep obeisance, she straightened her back with difficulty, and then went on whispering ardently, and with deep feeling:


    “Source of our Joy! Stainless Beauty! Apple tree in bloom!”


    Every morning she seemed to find fresh words of praise; and for that reason I used to listen to her prayers with strained attention.


    “Dear Heart, so pure, so heavenly! My Defense and my Refuge! Golden Sun! Mother of God! Guard me from temptation; grant that I may do no one harm, and may not be offended by what others do to me thoughtlessly.”


    With her dark eyes smiling, and a general air of rejuvenation about her, she crossed herself again, with that slow and ponderous movement of her hand.


    “Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner, for Thy Mother’s sake!”


    Her prayers were always non-liturgical, full of sincere praise, and very simple.


    She did not pray long in the mornings because she had to get the samovar ready, for grandfather kept no servants, and if the tea was not made to the moment, he used to give her a long and furious scolding.


    Sometimes he was up before her, and would come up to the attic. Finding her at prayer, he would stand for some minutes listening to her, contemptuously curling his thin, dark lips, and when he was drinking his tea, he would growl:


    “How often have I taught you how to say your prayers, blockhead. But you are always mumbling some nonsense, you heretic! I can’t think why God puts up with you.”


    “He understands,” grandmother would reply confidently, “what we don’t say to Him. He looks into everything.”


    “You cursed dullard! U u ugh, you!” was all he said to this.


    Her God was with her all day; she even spoke to the animals about Him. Evidently this God, with willing submission, made Himself subject to all creatures to men, dogs, bees, and even the grass of the field; and He was impartially kind and accessible to every one on earth.


    Once the petted cat belonging to the innkeeper’s wife an artful, pretty, coaxing creature, smoke-colored with golden eyes caught a starling in the garden. Grandmother took away the nearly exhausted bird and punished the cat, crying:


    “Have you no fear of God, you spiteful wretch?”


    The wife of the innkeeper and the porter laughed at these words, but she said to them angrily:


    “Do you think that animals don’t understand about God? All creatures understand about Him better than you do, you heartless things!”


    When she harnessed Sharapa, who was growing fat and melancholy, she used to hold a conversation with him.


    “Why do you look so miserable, toiler of God? Why? You are getting old, my dear, that’s what it is.” And the horse would sigh and toss his head.


    And yet she did not utter the name of God as frequently as grandfather did. Her God was quite com prehensible to me, and I knew that I must not tell lies in His presence; I should be ashamed to do so. The thought of Him produced such an invincible feeling of shame, that I never lied to grandmother. It would be simply impossible to hide anything from this good God; in fact, I had not even a wish to do so.


    One day the innkeeper’s wife quarreled with grandfather and abused him, and also grandmother, who had taken no part in the quarrel; nevertheless she abused her bitterly, and even threw a carrot at her.


    “You are a fool, my good woman,” said grandmother very quietly; but I felt the insult keenly, and resolved to be revenged on the spiteful creature.


    For a long time I could not make up my mind as to the best way to punish this sandy-haired, fat woman, with two chins and no eyes to speak of. From my own experience of feuds between people living together, I knew that they avenged themselves on one another by cutting off the tails of their enemy’s cat, by chasing his dogs, by killing his cocks and hens, by creeping into his cellar in the night and pouring kerosene over the cabbages and cucumbers in the tubs, and letting the kvass run out of the barrels; but nothing of this kind appealed to me. I wanted something less crude, and more terrifying.


    At last I had an idea. I lay in wait for the inn-keeper’s wife, and as soon as she went down to the cellar, I shut the trap door on her, fastened it, danced a jig on it, threw the key on to the roof, and rushed into the kitchen where grandmother was busy cooking. At first she could not understand why I was in such an ecstasy of joy, but when she had grasped the cause, she slapped me on that part of my anatomy provided for the purpose, dragged me out to the yard, and sent me up to the roof to find the key. I gave it to her with reluctance, astonished at her asking for it, and ran away to a corner of the yard, whence I could see how she set the captive free, and how they laughed together in a friendly way as they crossed the yard.


    “I’ll pay you for this!” threatened the innkeeper’s wife, shaking her plump fist at me; but there was a good-natured smile on her eyeless face.


    Grandmother dragged me back to the kitchen by the collar. “Why did you do that?” she asked.


    “Because she threw a carrot at you.”


    “That means that you did it for me? Very well! This is what I will do for you I will horsewhip you and put you amongst the mice under the oven. A nice sort of protector you are! ‘Look at a bubble and it will burst directly.’ If I were to tell grandfather he would skin you. Go up to the attic and learn your lesson.”


    She would not speak to me for the rest of the day, but before she said her prayers that night she sat on the bed and uttered these memorable words in a very impressive tone:


    “Now, Lenka, my darling, you must keep yourself from meddling with the doings of grown-up persons. Grown-up people are given responsibilities and they have to answer for them to God; but it is not so with you yet; you live by a child’s conscience. Wait till God takes possession of your heart, and shows you the work you are to do, and the way you are to take. Do you understand? It is no business of yours to decide who is to blame in any matter. God judges, and punishes; that is for Him, not for us.”


    She was silent for a moment while she took a pinch of snuff; then, half-closing her right eye, she added:


    “Why, God Himself does not always know where the fault lies.”


    “Doesn’t God know everything?” I asked in astonishment.


    “If He knew everything, a lot of things that are done would not be done. It is as if He, the Father, . looks and looks from Heaven at the earth, and sees how often we weep, how often we sob, and says: ‘My people, my dear people, how sorry I am for you!’”


    She was crying herself as she spoke; and drying her wet cheeks, she went into the corner to pray.


    From that time her God became still closer and still more comprehensible to me.


    Grandfather, in teaching me, also said that God was a Being Omnipresent, Omniscient, All-seeing, the kind Helper of people in all their affairs; but he did not pray like grandmother. In the morning, before going to stand before the icon, he took a long time washing himself; then, when he was fully dressed, he carefully combed his sandy hair, brushed his beard, and looking at himself in the mirror, saw that his shirt sat well, and tucked his black cravat into his waistcoat after which he advanced cautiously, almost stealthily, to the icon. He always stood on one particular board of the parquet floor, and with an expression in his eyes which made them look like the eyes of a horse, he stood in silence for a minute, with bowed head, and arms held straight down by his sides in soldier fashion; then, upright, and slender as a nail, he began impressively:


    “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.”


    After these words it always seemed to me that the room became extraordinarily quiet; the very flies seemed to buzz cautiously.


    There he stood, with his head thrown back, his eyebrows raised and bristling, his golden beard sticking out horizontally, and recited the prayers, in a firm tone, as if he were repeating a lesson, and with a voice which was very distinct and very imperious.


    “It will be useless when the Judge comes, and every action is laid bare”


    Striking himself lightly on the breast, he prayed fervently:


    “To Thee alone can sinners come. Oh, turn Thy face away from my misdeeds.”


    He recited the “I believe,” using the prescribed words only; and all the while his right leg quivered, as if it were noiselessly keeping time with his prayers, and his whole form, straining towards the icon, seemed to become taller, leaner, and drier so clean he was, so neat, and so persistent in his demands.


    “Heavenly Physician, heal my soul of its long-lived passions. To thee, Holy Virgin, I cry from my heart; to thee I offer myself with fervor.”


    And with his green eyes full of tears he wailed loudly:


    “Impute to me, my God, faith instead of works, and be not mindful of deeds which can by no means justify me!”


    Here he crossed himself frequently at intervals, tossing his head as if he were about to butt at something, and his voice became squeaky and cracked. Later, when I happened to enter a synagogue, I realized that grandfather prayed like a Jew.


    By this time the samovar would have been snorting on the table for some minutes, and a hot smell of rye-cakes would be floating through the room. Grandmother, frowning, strolled about, with her eyes on the floor; the sun looked cheerfully in at the window from the garden, the dew glistened like pearls on the trees, the morning air was deliciously perfumed by the smell of dill, and currant-bushes, and ripening apples, but grandfather went on with his prayers quavering and squeaking.


    “Extinguish in me the flame of passion, for I am in misery and accursed.”


    I knew all the morning prayers by heart, and even in my dreams I could say what was to come next, and


    I followed with intense interest to hear if he made a mistake or missed out a word which very seldom happened; but when it did, it aroused a feeling of malicious glee in me.


    When he had finished his prayers, grandfather used to say “Good morning!” to grandmother and me, and we returned his greeting and sat down to table. Then I used to say to him:


    “You left out a word this morning.”


    “Not really?” grandfather would say with an uneasy air of incredulity.


    “Yes. You should have said, ‘This, my Faith, reigns supreme,’ but you did not say ‘reigns.’’


    “There now!” he would exclaim, much perturbed, and blinking guiltily.


    Afterwards he would take a cruel revenge on me for pointing out his mistake to him; but for the moment, seeing how disturbed he was, I was able to enjoy my triumph.


    One day grandmother said to him jokingly:


    “God must get tired of listening to your prayers, Father. You do nothing but insist on the same things over and over again.”


    “What ‘s that?” he drawled in an ominous voice. “What are you nagging about now?”


    “I say that you do not offer God so much as one little word from your own heart, so far as I can hear.”


    He turned livid, and quivering with rage, jumped up on his chair and threw a dish at her head, yelping with a sound like that made by a saw on a piece of wood:


    “Take that, you old hag!”


    When he spoke of the omnipotence of God, he always emphasized its cruelty above every other attribute. “Man sinned, and the Flood was sent; sinned again, and his towns were destroyed by fire; then God punished people by famine and plague, and even now He is always holding a sword over the earth a scourge for sinners. All who have wilfully broken the commandments of God will be punished by sorrow and ruin.” And he emphasized this by rapping his fingers on the table.


    It was hard for me to believe in the cruelty of God, and I suspected grandfather of having made it all up on purpose to inspire me with fear not of God but of himself; so I asked him frankly:


    “Are you saying all this to make me obey you?”


    And he replied with equal frankness:


    “Well, perhaps I am. Do you mean to disobey me again?”


    “And how about what grandmother says?”


    “Don’t you believe the old fool!” he admonished me sternly. “From her youth she has always been stupid, illiterate, and unreasonable. I shall tell her she must not dare to talk to you again on such an important matter. Tell me, now how many companies of angels are there?”


    I gave the required answer, and then I asked:


    “Are they limited companies’?”


    “Oh, you scatterbrain!” he laughed, covering his eyes and biting his lips. “What have companies to do with God ... they belong to life on earth ... they are founded to set the laws at naught.”


    “What are laws?”


    “Laws! Well, they are really derived from custom,” the old man explained, with pleased alacrity; and his intelligent, piercing eyes sparkled. “People living together agree amongst themselves ‘Such and such is our best course of action; we will make a custom of it a rule’; finally it becomes a law. For example, before they begin a game, children will settle amongst themselves how it is to be played, and what rules are to be observed. Laws are made in the same way.”


    “And what have companies to do with laws’?”


    “Why, they are like an impudent fellow; they come along and make the laws of no account.”


    “But why?”


    “Ah! that you would not understand,” he replied, knitting his brows heavily; but afterwards, as if in explanation, he said:


    “All the actions of men help to work out God’s plans.


    Men desire one thing, but He wills something quite different. Human institutions are never lasting. The Lord blows on them, and they fall into dust and ashes.”


    I had reason for being interested in “companies,” so I went on inquisitively:


    “But what does Uncle Jaakov mean when he sings:


    “The Angels bright For God will fight, But Satan’s slaves Are companies”?


    Grandfather raised his hand to his beard, thus hiding his mouth, and closed his eyes. His cheeks quivered, and I guessed that he was laughing inwardly.


    “Jaakov ought to have his feet tied together and be thrown into the water,” he said. “There was no necessity for him to sing or for you to listen to that song. It is nothing but a silly joke which is current in Kalonga a piece of schismatical, heretical nonsense.” And looking, as it were, through and beyond me, he murmured thoughtfully: “U u ugh, you!”


    But though he had set God over mankind, as a Being to be very greatly feared, none the less did he, like grandmother, invoke Him in all his doings.


    The only saints grandmother knew were Nikolai, Yowry, Frola, and Lavra, who were full of kindness and sympathy with human-nature, and went about in the villages and towns sharing the life of the people, and regulating all their concerns; but grandfather’s saints were nearly all males, who cast down idols, or defied the Roman emperors, and were tortured, burned or flayed alive in consequence.


    Sometimes grandfather would say musingly:


    “If only God would help me to sell that little house, even at a small profit, I would make a public thanksgiving to St. Nicholas.”


    But grandmother would say to me, laughingly:


    “That’s just like the old fool! Does he think St. Nicholas will trouble himself about selling a house”? Hasn’t our little Father Nicholas something better to do?”


    I kept by me for many years a church calendar which had belonged to grandfather, containing several inscriptions in his handwriting. Amongst others, opposite the day of Joachim and Anne, was written in red ink, and very upright characters:


    “My benefactors, who averted a calamity.”


    I remember that “calamity.”


    In his anxiety about the maintenance of his very unprofitable children, grandfather set up as a money-lender, and used to receive articles in pledge secretly. Some one laid an information against him, and one night the police came to search the premises. There was a great fuss, but it ended well, and grandfather prayed till sunrise the next morning, and before breakfast, and in my presence, wrote those words in the calendar.


    Before supper he used to read with me the Psalms, the breviary, or the heavy book of Ephraim Sirine; but as soon as he had supped he began to pray again, and his melancholy words of contrition resounded in the stillness of evening:


    “What can I offer to Thee, or how can I atone to Thee, O generous God, O King of Kings! ... Preserve us from all evil imaginations. ... O Lord, protect me from certain persons! ... My tears fall like rain, and the memory of my sins ...”


    But very often grandmother said:


    “Oie, I am dog-tired! I shall go to bed without saying my prayers.”


    Grandfather used to take me to church to vespers on Saturday, and to High Mass on Sundays and festivals but even in church I made a distinction as to which God was being addressed; whatever the priest or the deacon recited that was to grandfather’s God; but the choir always sang to grandmother’s God. Of course I can only crudely express this childish distinction which I made between these two Gods, but I remember how it seemed to tear my heart with terrific violence, and how grandfather’s God aroused in my mind a feeling of terror and unpleasantness. A Being Who loved no one, He followed all of us about with his severe eyes, seeking and finding all that was ugly, evil, and sinful in us. Evidently He put no trust in man, He was always insisting on penance, and He loved to chastise.


    In those days my thoughts and feelings about God were the chief nourishment of my soul and were the most beautiful ones of my existence. All other impressions which I received did nothing but disgust me by their cruelty and squalor, and awaken in me a sense of repugnance and ferocity. God was the best and brightest of all the beings who lived about me grandmother’s God, that Dear Friend of all creation; and naturally I could not help being disturbed by the question “How is it that grandfather cannot see the Good God?”


    I was not allowed to run about the streets because it made me too excited. I became, as it were, intoxicated by the impressions which I received, and there was almost always a violent scene afterwards.


    I had no comrades. The neighbors’ children treated me as an enemy. I objected to their calling me “the Kashmirin boy,” and seeing that they did it all the more, calling out to each other as soon as they saw me: “Look, here comes that brat, Kashmirin’s grandson. Go for him!” then the fight would begin. I was strong for my age and active with my fists, and my enemies, knowing this, always fell upon me in a crowd; and as a rule the street vanquished me, and I returned home with a cut across my nose, gashed lips, and bruises all over my face all in rags and smothered in dust.


    “What now?” grandmother exclaimed as she met me, with a mixture of alarm and pity; “so you ‘ve been fighting again, you young rascal? What do you mean by it?’


    She washed my face, and applied to my bruises copper coins or fomentations of lead, saying as she did so:


    “Now, what do you mean by all this fighting”? You are as quiet as anything at home, but out of doors you are like I don’t know what. You ought to be ashamed of yourself. I shall tell grandfather not to let you go out.”


    Grandfather used to see my bruises, but he never scolded me; he only quackled, and roared:


    “More decorations! While you are in my house, young warrior, don’t you dare to run about the streets; do you hear me?”


    I was never attracted, by the street if it was quiet, but as soon as I heard the merry buzz of the children, I ran out of the yard, forgetting all about grandfather’s prohibition. Bruises and taunts did not hurt me, but the brutality of the street sports a brutality only too well known to me, wearying and oppressive, reducing one to a state of frenzy disturbed me tremendously. I could not contain myself when the children baited dogs and cocks, tortured cats, drove away the goats of the Jews, jeered at drunken vagabonds, and at happy “Igosha with death in his pocket.”


    This was a tall, withered-looking, smoke-dried individual clad in a heavy sheepskin, with coarse hair on his fleshless, rusty face. He went about the streets, stooping, wavering strangely, and never speaking gazing fixedly all the time at the ground. His iron-hued face, with its small, sad eyes, inspired me with an uneasy respect for him. Here was a man, I thought, pre occupied with a weighty matter; he was looking for something, and it was wrong to hinder him.


    The little boys used to run after him, slinging stones at his broad back; and after going on for some time as if he did not notice them, and as if he were not even conscious of the pain of the blows, he would stand still, throw up his head, push back his ragged cap with a spasmodic movement of his hands, and look about him as if he had but just awoke.


    “Igosha with death in his pocket! Igosha, where are you going? Look out, Death in your pocket!” cried the boys.


    He would thrust his hand in his pocket, then stooping quickly would pick up a stone or a lump of dry mud from the ground, and flourish his long arms as he muttered abuse, which was confined always to the same few filthy words. The boys’ vocabulary was immeasurably richer than his in this respect. Sometimes he hobbled after them, but his long sheepskin hindered him in running, and he would fall on his knees, resting his black hands on the ground, and looking just like the withered branch of a tree; while the children aimed stones at his sides and back, and the biggest of them ventured to run quite close to him and, jumping about him, scattered handfuls of dust over his head.


    But the most painful spectacle which I beheld in the streets was that of our late foreman, Gregory Ivanovitch, who had become quite blind, and now went about begging; looking so tall and handsome, and never speaking. A little gray-haired old woman held him by the arm, and halting under the windows, to which she never raised her eyes, she wailed in a squeaky voice: “For Christ’s sake, pity the poor blind!” But Gregory Ivanovitch said never a word. His dark glasses looked straight into the walls of the houses, in at the windows, or into the faces of the passers-by; his broad beard gently brushed his stained hands; his lips were closely pressed together. I often saw him, but I never heard a sound proceed from that sealed mouth; and the thought of that silent old man weighed upon me torturingly. I could not go to him I never went near him; on the contrary, as soon as I caught sight of him being led along, I used to run into the house and say to grandmother:


    “Gregory is out there.”


    “Is he?” she would exclaim in an uneasy, pitying tone. “Well, run back and give him this.”


    But I would refuse curtly and angrily, and she would go to the gate herself and stand talking to him for a long time. He used to laugh, and pull his beard, but he said little, and that little in monosyllables. Sometimes grandmother brought him into the kitchen and gave him tea and something to eat, and every time she did so he inquired where I was. Grandmother called me, but I ran away and hid myself in the yard. I could not go to him. I was conscious of a feeling of intolerable shame in his presence, and I knew that grandmother was ashamed too. Only once we discussed Gregory between ourselves, and this was one day when, having led him to the gate, she came back through the yard, crying and hanging her head. I went to her and took her hand.


    “Why do you run away from him?” she asked softly. “He is a good man, and very fond of you, you know.”


    “Why doesn’t grandfather keep him?” I asked.


    “Grandfather?” she halted, and then uttered in a very low voice those prophetic words: “Remember what I say to you now God will punish us grievously for this. He will punish us”


    And she was not wrong, for ten years later, when she had been laid to rest, grandfather was wandering through the streets of the town, himself a beggar, and out of his mind pitifully whining under the windows:


    “Kind cooks, give me a little piece of pie just a little piece of pie. U gh, you!”


    Besides Igosha and Gregory Ivanovitch, I was greatly concerned about the Voronka a woman of bad reputation, who was chased away from the streets. She used to appear on holidays an enormous, dishevelled, tipsy creature, walking with a peculiar gait, as if without moving her feet or touching the earth drifting along like a cloud, and bawling her ribald, songs. People in the street hid themselves as soon as they saw her, running into gateways, or corners, or shops; she simply swept the street clean. Her face was almost blue, and blown out like a bladder; her large gray eyes were hideously and strangely wide open, and sometimes she groaned and cried:


    “My little children, where are you?”


    I asked grandmother who she was.


    “There is no need for you to know,” she answered; nevertheless she told me briefly:


    “This woman had a husband a civil-servant named Voronov, who wished to rise to a better position; so he sold his wife to his Chief, who took her away somewhere, and she did not come home for two years. When she returned, both her children a boy and a girl were dead, and her husband was in prison for gambling with Government money. She took to drink, in her grief, and now goes about creating disturbances. No holiday passes without her being taken up by the police.”


    Yes, home was certainly better than the street. The best time was after dinner, when grandfather went to Uncle Jaakov’s workshop, and grandmother sat by the window and told me interesting fairy-tales, and other stories, and spoke to me about my father.


    The starling, which she had rescued from the cat, had had his broken wings clipped, and grandmother had skilfully made a wooden leg to replace the one which had been devoured. Then she taught him to talk. Sometimes she would stand for a whole hour in front of the cage, which hung from the window-frame, and, looking like a huge, good-natured animal, would repeat in her hoarse voice to the bird, whose. plumage was as black as coal:


    “Now, my pretty starling, ask for something to eat.”


    The starling would fix his small, lively, humorous eye upon her, and tap his wooden leg on the thin bottom of the cage; then he would stretch out his neck and whistle like a goldfinch, or imitate the mocking note of the cuckoo. He would try to mew like a cat, and howl like a dog; but the gift of human speech was denied to him.


    “No nonsense now!” grandmother would say quite seriously. “Say ‘Give the starling something to eat.’”


    The little black-feathered monkey having uttered a sound which might have been “babushka” (grandmother), the old woman would smile joyfully and feed him from her hand, as she said:


    “I know you, you rogue! You are a make-believe. There is nothing you can’t do you are clever enough for anything.”


    And she certainly did succeed in teaching the starling; and before long he could ask for what he wanted clearly enough, and, prompted by grandmother, could drawl:


    “Go oo ood mo o orning, my good woman!” At first his cage used to hang in grandfather’s room, but he was soon turned out and put up in the attic, because he learned to mock grandfather. He used to put his yellow, waxen bill through the bars of the cage while grandfather was saying his prayers loudly and clearly, and pipe:


    “Thou! Thou! Thee! The ee! Thou!” Grandfather chose to take offense at this, and once he broke off his prayers and stamped his feet, crying furiously:


    “Take that devil away, or I will kill him!” Much that was interesting and amusing went on in this house; but at times I was oppressed by an inexpressible sadness. My whole being seemed to be consumed by it; and for a long time I lived as in a dark pit, deprived of sight, hearing, feeling blind and half-dead.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    Chapter VIII


    
      
    


    GRANDFATHER unexpectedly sold the house over the tavern and bought another in Kanatoroi Street a ramshackle house overgrown with grass, but clean and quiet; and it seemed to rise up out of the fields, being the last of a row of little houses painted in various colors.


    The new house was trim and charming; its fagade was painted in a warm but not gaudy shade of dark raspberry, against which the sky-blue shutters of the three lower windows and the solitary square of the shutter belonging to the attic window appeared very bright. The left side of the roof was picturesquely hidden by thick green elms and lime trees. Both in the yard and in the garden there were many winding paths, so convenient that they seemed to have been placed there on purpose for hide-and-seek.


    The garden was particularly good; though not large, it was wooded and pleasantly intricate. In one corner stood a small washhouse, just like a toy building; and in the other was a fair-sized pit, grown over with high grass, from which protruded the thick chimney-stack which was all that remained of the heating apparatus of an earlier washhouse. On the left the garden was bounded by the wall of Colonel Ovsyanikov’s stables, and on the right by Betlenga House; the end abutted on the farm belonging to the dairy-woman Petrovna a stout, red, noisy female, who reminded me of a bell. Her little house, built in a hollow, was dark and dilapidated, and well covered with moss; its two windows looked out with a benevolent expression upon the field, the deep ravine, and the forest, which apppeared like a heavy blue cloud in the distance. Soldiers moved or ran about the fields all day long, and their bayonets flashed like white lightning in the slanting rays of the autumn sun.


    The house was filled with people who seemed to me very wonderful. On the first floor lived a soldier from Tartary with his little, buxom wife, who shouted from morn till night, and laughed, and played on a richly ornamented guitar, and sang in a high flute-like voice. This was the song she sang most often:


    “There ‘s one you love, but her love you will miss,


    Seek on! another you must find. And you will find her for reward a kiss


    Seven times as beautiful and kind. Oh, what a glo or i ous reward!”


    The soldier, round as a ball, sat at the window and puffed out his blue face, and roguishly turned his red-dish eyes from side to side, as he smoked his everlasting pipe, and occasionally coughed, and giggled with a strange, doglike sound:


    “Vookh! Voo kh!”


    In the comfortable room which had been built over the cellar and the stables, lodged two draymen little, gray-haired Uncle Peter and his dumb nephew Stepa a smooth, easy-going fellow, whose face reminded me of a copper tray and a long-limbed, gloomy Tartar, Valei, who was an officer’s servant. All these people were to me a complete novelty magnificent “unknowns.” But the one who attracted my attention and held it in a special degree, was the boarder, nicknamed “Good-business.” He rented a room at the back of the house, next to the kitchen a long room with two windows, one looking on the garden, the other on the yard. He was a lean, stooping man with a white face and a black beard, cleft in two, with kind eyes over which he wore spectacles. He was silent and unobtrusive, and when he was called to dinner or tea, his in variable reply was “Good-business!” so grandmother began to call him that both to his face and behind his back. It was: “Lenka! Call ‘Good-business’ to tea,” or “‘Good-business,’ you are eating nothing!”


    His room was blocked up and encumbered with all sorts of cases and thick books, which looked strange to me, in Russian characters. Here were also bottles containing liquids of different colors, lumps of copper and iron, and bars of lead; and from morning till night, dressed in a reddish leather jacket, with gray check trousers all smeared with different kinds of paint, and smelling abominable, and looking both untidy and uncomfortable, he melted lead, soldered some kind of brass articles, weighed things in small scales, roared out when he burned his fingers, and then patiently blew on them. Or he would stumblingly approach a plan on the wall, and polishing his glasses, sniff at it, almost touching the paper with his straight, curiously pallid nose; or he would suddenly stand still for a long time in the middle of the room, or at the window, with his eyes closed, and his head raised as if he were in a state of immobile stupefaction.


    I used to climb on the roof of the shed, whence I could look across the yard; and in at the open window I could see the blue light of the spirit-lamp on the table, and his dark figure as he wrote something in a tattered notebook, with his spectacles gleaming with a bluish light, like ice. The wizard-like employment of this man often kept me on the roof for hours together, with my curiosity excited to a tormenting pitch. Sometimes he stood at the window, as if he were framed in it, with his hands behind him, looking straight at the roof; but apparently he did not see me, a fact which gave me great offense. Suddenly he would start back to the table, and bending double, would begin to rummage about.


    I think that if he had been rich and better dressed I should have been afraid of him; but he was poor a dirty shirt collar could be seen above the collar of his coat, his trousers were soiled and patched, and the slippers on his bare feet were down-trodden and the poor are neither formidable nor dangerous. I had unconsciously learned this from grandmother’s pitiful respect, and grandfather’s contempt for them.


    Nobody in the house liked “Good-business.” They all made fun of him. The soldier’s lively wife nicknamed him “Chalk-nose,” Uncle Peter used to call him “The Apothecary” or “The Wizard,” and grandfather described him as “The Black Magician” or “That Freemason.”


    “What does he do?” I asked grandmother.


    “That is no business of yours. Hold your tongue!”


    But one day I plucked up courage to go to his window, and concealing my nervousness with difficulty, I asked him, “What are you doing?”


    He started, and looked at me for a long time over the top of his glasses; then stretching out his hand, which was covered with scars caused by burns, he said:


    “Climb up!”


    His proposal that I should enter by the window instead of the door raised him still higher in my estimation. He sat on a case, and stood me in front of him; then he moved away and came back again quite close to me, and asked in a low voice:


    “And where do you come from?”


    This was curious, considering that I sat close to him at table in the kitchen four times a day.


    “I am the landlord’s grandson,” I replied.


    “Ah yes,” he said, looking at his fingers.


    He said no more, so I thought it necessary to explain to him:


    “I am not a Kashmirin my name is Pyeshkov.”


    “Pyeshkov?” he repeated incredulously. “Good-business!”


    Moving me on one side, he rose, and went to the table, saying:


    “Sit still now.”


    I sat for a long, long time watching him as he scraped a filed piece of copper, put it through a press, from under which the filings fell, like golden groats, on to a piece of cardboard. These he gathered up in the palm of his hand and shook them into a bulging vessel, to which he added white dust, like salt, which he took from a small bowl, and some fluid out of a dark bottle. The mixture in the vessel immediately began to hiss and to smoke, and a biting smell rose to my nostrils which caused me to cough violently.


    “Ah!” said the wizard in a boastful tone. “That smells nasty, doesn’t it?”


    “Yes!”


    “That ‘s right! That shows that it has turned out well, my boy.”


    “What is there to boast about?” I said to myself; and aloud I remarked severely:


    “If it is nasty it can’t have turned out well.”


    “Really!” he exclaimed, with a wink. “That does not always follow, my boy. However Do you play knuckle-bones’?”


    “You mean dibs?”


    “That ‘s it.”


    “Yes.”


    “Would you like me to make you a thrower?”


    “Very well, let me have the dibs then.”


    He came over to me again, holding the steaming vessel in his hand; and peeping into it with one eye, he said:


    “I’ll make you a thrower, and you promise not to come near me again is that agreed?”


    I was terribly hurt at this.


    “I will never come near you again, never!” And I indignantly left him and went out to the garden, where grandfather was bustling about, spreading manure round the roots of the apple trees, for it was autumn and the leaves had fallen long ago.


    “Here! you go and clip the raspberry bushes,” said grandfather, giving me the scissors.


    “What work is it that ‘Good-business’ does’?” I asked.


    “Work why, he is damaging his room, that ‘s all. The floor is burned, and the hangings soiled and torn. I shall tell him he ‘d better shift.”


    “That ‘s the best thing he can do,” I said, beginning to clip the dried twigs from the raspberry bushes.


    But I was too hasty.


    On wet evenings, whenever grandfather went out, grandmother used to contrive to give an interesting little party in the kitchen, and invited all the occupants of the house to tea. The draymen, the officer’s servant, the robust Petrovna often came, sometimes even the merry little lodger, but always “Good-business” was to be found in his corner by the stove, motionless and mute. Dumb Stepa used to play cards with the Tartar. Valei would bang the cards on the deaf man’s broad nose and yell:


    “Your deal!”


    Uncle Peter brought an enormous chunk of white bread, and some jam in large, tall pots; he cut the bread hi slices, which he generously spread with jam, and distributed the delicious raspberry-strewn slices to all, pre senting them on the palm of his hand and bowing low.


    “Do me the favor of eating this,” he would beg courteously; and after any one had accepted a slice, he would look carefully at his dark hand, and if he noticed any drops of jam on it, he would lick them off.


    Petrovna brought some cherry liqueur in a bottle, the merry lady provided nuts and sweets, and so the feast would begin, greatly to the content of the dear, fat grandmother.


    Very soon after “Good-business” had tried to bribe me not to go and see him any more, grandmother gave one of her evenings.


    A light autumn rain was falling; the wind howled, the trees rustled and scraped the walls with their branches; but in the kitchen it was warm and cozy as we all sat close together, conscious of a tranquil feeling of kindness towards one another, while grandmother, unusually generous, told us story after story, each one better than the other. She sat on the ledge of the stove, resting her feet on the lower ledge, bending towards her audience with the light of a little tin lamp thrown upon her. Always when she was in a mood for story-telling she took up this position.


    “I must be looking down on you,” she would explain. “I can always talk better that way.”


    I placed myself at her feet on the broad ledge, almost on a level with the head of “Good-business,” and grandmother told us the fine story of Ivan the Warrior, and Miron the Hermit, in a smooth stream of pithy, well-chosen words.


    “Once lived a wicked captain Gordion,


    His soul was black, his conscience was of stone;


    He hated truth, victims he did not lack,


    Fast kept in chains, or stretched upon the rack,


    And, like an owl, in hollow tree concealed,


    So lived this man, in evil unrevealed.


    But there was none who roused his hate and fear


    Like Hermit Miron, to the people dear.


    Mild and benign, but fierce to fight for truth,


    His death was planned without remorse or ruth.


    The captain calls most trusted of his band


    Ivan the Warrior, by whose practiced hand


    The Monk, unarmed and guileless, must be slain.


    ‘Ivan!’ he said, ‘too long that scheming brain


    Of Hermit Miron has defied my power.


    This proud Monk merits death, and now the hour


    Has struck when he must say farewell to earth.


    A curse he has been to it, from his birth.


    Go, seize him by his venerable beard,


    And to me bring the head which cowards have feared.


    My dogs with joy shall greedily devour


    The head of him who thirsted after power.’


    Ivan, obedient, went upon his way;


    But to himself he bitterly did say:


    ‘It is not I who do this wicked deed;


    I go because my master I must heed.’


    His sharp word he hid lest it should betray


    The evil designs in his mind that day.


    The Monk he salutes with dissembling voice:


    ‘To see you in health I greatly rejoice!


    Your blessing, my Father! And God bless you!’


    The Monk laughed abrutly, his words were few:


    ‘Enough, Ivan! Your lies do not deceive.


    That God knows all, I hope you do believe.


    Against His will, nor good nor ill is done.


    I know, you see, why you to me have come.’


    In shame before the Monk Ivan stood still;


    In fear of this man he had come to kill.


    From leathern sheath his sword he proudly drew;


    The shining blade he rubbed till it looked new.


    ‘I meant to take you unawares,’ he said;


    ‘To kill you prayerless; now I am afraid.


    To God you now shall have some time to pray.


    I’ll give you time for all you want to say,


    For me, for you, for all, born and unborn,


    And then I’ll send you where your prayers have gone.’


    The Hermit knelt; above him spread an oak


    Which bowed its head before him. Then he spoke,


    In archness smiling. ‘Oh, Ivan, think well!


    How long my prayer will take I cannot tell.


    Had you not better kill me straight away


    Lest waiting tire you, furious at delay?’


    Ivan in anger frowned, and said in boast,


    ‘My word is given, and though at my post


    You keep me a century, I will wait.


    So pray in peace, nor your ardor abate.’


    The shadows of even fell on the Monk,


    And all through the night in prayer he was sunk;


    From dawn till sunset, through another night;


    From golden summer days to winter’s blight


    So ran on, year by year, old Miron’s prayer.


    And to disturb him Ivan did not dare.


    The sapling oak its lofty branches reared


    Into the sky, while all around appeared


    Its offshoots, into a thick forest grown.


    And all the time the holy prayer went on,


    And still continues to this very day.


    The old man softly to his God doth pray,


    And to Our Lady, the mother of all,


    To help men and women who faint and fall,


    To succor the weak, to the sad give joy.


    Ivanushka, Warrior, stands close by,


    His bright sword long has been covered with dust,


    Corroded his armor by biting rust,


    Long fallen to pieces his brave attire.


    His body is naked and covered with mire.


    The heat does but sear, no warmth does impart;


    Such fate as his would freeze the stoutest heart.


    Fierce wolves and savage bears from him do flee,


    From snowstorm and from frost alike he ‘s free;


    No strength has he to move from that dread spot


    Or lift his hands. To speak is not his lot.


    Let us be warned by his terrible fate,


    Nor of meek obedience let us prate.


    If we are ordered to do something wrong,


    Our duty is then to stand firm and be strong.


    But for us sinners still the Hermit prays,


    Still flows his prayer to God, e’en in these days


    A dear, bright river, flowing to the sea.”


    Before grandmother had reached the end of her story, I had noticed that “Good-business” was, for some reason, agitated; he was fidgeting restlessly with his hands, taking off his spectacles and putting them on again, or waving them to keep time with the rhythm of the words, nodding his head, putting his fingers into his eyes, or rubbing them energetically, and passing the palms of his hands over his forehead and cheeks, as if he were perspiring freely. When any one of the others moved, coughed, or scraped his feet on the floor, the boarder hissed: “Ssh!”; and when grandmother ceased speaking, and sat rubbing her perspiring face with the sleeve of her blouse, he jumped up noisily, and putting out his hands as if he felt giddy, he babbled:


    “I say! That ‘s wonderful! It ought to be written down; really, it ought. It is terribly true too. ... Our . . .”


    Every one could see now that he was crying; his eyes were full of tears, which flowed so copiously that his eyes were bathed in them it was a strange and pitiful sight. He looked so comical as he ran about the kitchen, or rather clumsily hopped about swinging his glasses before his nose; desirous of putting them on again but unable to slip the wires over his ears that Uncle Peter laughed, and the others were silent from embarrassment. Grandmother said harshly:


    “Write it down by all means, if you like. There ‘s no harm in that. And I know plenty more of the same kind.”


    “No, that is the only one I want. It is so dreadfully Russian!” cried the boarder excitedly; and standing stock-still in the middle of the kitchen, he began to talk loudly, clearing the air with his right hand, and holding his glasses in the other. He spoke for some time in a frenzied manner, his voice rising to a squeak, stamping his feet, and often repeating himself:


    “If we are ordered to do something wrong our duty is then to be firm and strong. True! True!”


    Then suddenly his voice broke, he ceased speaking, looked round on all of us, and quietly left the room, hanging his head with a guilty air.


    The other guests laughed, and glanced at each other with expressions of embarrassment. Grandmother moved farther back against the stove, into the shadow, and was heard to sigh heavily.


    Rubbing the palm of her hand across her thick red lips, Petrovna observed:


    “He seems to be in a temper.”


    “No,” replied Uncle Peter; “that ‘s only his way.”


    Grandmother left the stove, and in silence began to heat the samovar; and Uncle Peter added, in a slow voice:


    “The Lord makes people like that sometimes freaks.”


    “Bachelors always play the fool,” Valei threw out gruffly, at which there was a general laugh; but Uncle Peter drawled:


    “He was actually in tears. It is a case of the pike nibbling what the roach hardly”


    I began to get tired of all this. I was conscious of a heartache. I was greatly astonished by the behavior of “Good-business,” and very sorry for him. I could not get his swimming eyes out of my mind.


    That night he did not sleep at home, but he returned the next day, after dinner quiet, crushed, obviously embarrassed.


    “I made a scene last night,” he said to grandmother, with the air of a guilty child. “You are not angry?”


    “Why should I be angry T


    “Why, because I interrupted ... and talked . . .”


    “You offended no one.”


    I felt that grandmother was afraid of him. She did not look him in the face, and spoke in a subdued tone, and was quite unlike herself.


    He drew near to her and said with amazing simplicity:


    “You see, I am so terribly lonely. I have no one belonging to me. I am always silent silent; and then, all on a sudden, my soul seems to boil over, as if it had been torn open. At such times I could speak to stones and trees”


    Grandmother moved away from him.


    “If you were to get married now,” she began.


    “Eh?” he cried, wrinkling up his face, and ran out, throwing his arms up wildly.


    Grandmother looked after him frowning, and took a pinch of snuff; after which she sternly admonished me:


    “Don’t you hang round him so much. Do you hear? God knows what sort of a man he is!”


    But I was attracted to him afresh. I had seen how his face changed and fell when he said “terribly lonely”; there was something in those words which I well understood, and my heart was touched. I went to find him.


    I looked, from the yard, into the window of his room; it was empty, and looked like a lumber-room into which had been hurriedly thrown all sorts of unwanted things as unwanted and as odd as its occupier. I went into the garden, and there I saw him by the pit. He was bending over, with his hands behind his head, his elbows resting on his knees, and was seated uncomfortably on the end of a half — burnt plank. The greater part of this plank was buried in the earth, but the end of it struck out, glistening like coal, above the top of the pit, which was grown over with nettles.


    The very fact of his being in such an uncomfortable place made me look upon this man in a still more favorable light. He did not notice me for some time; he was gazing beyond me with his half-blind, owl-like eyes, when he suddenly asked in a tone of vexation:


    “Did you want me for anything?”


    “No.”


    “Why are you here then?”


    “I couldn’t say.”


    He took off his glasses, polished them with his red and black spotted handkerchief, and said:


    “Well, climb up here.”


    When I was sitting beside him, he put his arm round my shoulders and pressed me to him.


    “Sit down. Now let us sit still and be quiet. Will that suit you? This is the same Are you obstinate?”


    “Yes.”


    “Good-business!”


    We were silent a long time. It was a quiet, mild evening, one of those melancholy evenings of late summer, when, in spite of the profusion of flowers, signs of decay are visible, and every hour brings impoverishment; when the earth, having already exhausted its luxuriant summer odors, smells of nothing but a chill dampness; when the air is curiously transparent, and the daws dart aimlessly to and fro against the red sky, arousing a feeling of unhappiness. Silence reigned; and any sound, such as the fluttering of birds or the rustling of fallen leaves, struck one as being unnaturally loud, and caused a shuddering start, which soon died away into that torpid stillness which seemed to encompass the earth and cast a spell over the heart. In such moments as these are born thoughts of a peculiar purity ethereal thoughts, thin, transparent as a cob-web, incapable of being expressed in words. They come and go quickly, like falling stars, kindling a flame of sorrow in the soul, soothing and disturbing it at the same time; and the soul is, as it were, on fire, and, being plastic, receives an impression which lasts for all time.


    Pressed close to the boarder’s warm body, I gazed, with him, through the black branches of the apple tree, at the red sky, following the flight of the flapping rooks, and noticing how the dried poppy-heads shook on their stems, scattering their coarse seeds; and I observed the ragged, dark blue clouds with livid edges, which stretched over the fields, and the crows flying heavily under the clouds to their nests in the burial-ground.


    It was all beautiful; and that evening it all seemed especially beautiful, and in harmony with my feelings. Sometimes, with a heavy sigh, my companion said:


    “This is quite all right, my boy, isn’t it? And you don’t feel it damp or cold?”


    But when the sky became overcast, and the twilight, laden with damp, spread over everything, he said:


    “Well, it can’t be helped. We shall have to go in.”


    He halted at the garden gate and said softly:


    “Your grandmother is a splendid woman. Oh, what a treasure!” And he closed his eyes with a smile and recited in a low, very distinct voice:


    “‘Let us be warned by his terrible fate, Nor of meek obedience let us prate. If we are ordered to do something wrong, Our duty is then to stand firm and be strong.’”


    “Don’t forget that, my boy!”


    And pushing me before him, he asked:


    “Can you write?’


    “No.”


    “You must learn; and when you have learned, write down grandmother’s stories. You will find it worth while, my boy.”


    And so we became friends; and from that day I went to see “Good-business” whenever I felt inclined; and sitting on one of the cases, or on some rags, I used to watch him melt lead and heat copper till it was red-hot, beat layers of iron on a little anvil with an elegant-handled, light hammer, or work with a smooth file and a saw of emery, which was as fine as a thread. He weighed everything on his delicately adjusted copper scales; and when he had poured various liquids into bulging, white vessels, he would watch them till they smoked and filled the room with an acrid odor, and then with a wrinkled-up face he would consult a thick book, biting his red lips, or softly humming in his husky voice:


    “O Rose of Sharon!”


    “What are you doing?”


    “I am making something, my boy.”


    “What?”


    “Ah that I can’t tell you. You wouldn’t understand.”


    “Grandfather says he would not be surprised if you were coining false money.”


    “Your grandfather? M’m! Well, he says that for something to say. Money ‘s all nonsense, my boy.”


    “How should we buy bread without it?”


    “Well, yes; we want it for that, it is true.”


    “And for meat too.”


    “Yes, and for meat.”


    He smiled quietly, with a kindness which astonished me; and pulling my ear, said:


    “It is no use arguing with you. You always get the best of it. I ‘d better keep quiet.”


    Sometimes he broke off his work, and sitting beside me he would gaze for a long time out of the window, watching the rain patter down on the roof, and noting how the grass was growing over the yard, and how the apple trees were being stripped of their leaves. “Good-business” was niggardly with his words, but what he said was to the point; more often than not, when he wished to draw my attention to something, he nudged me and winked instead of speaking. The yard had never been particularly attractive to me, but his nudges and his brief words seemed to throw a different complexion on it, and everything within sight seemed worthy of notice. A kitten ran about, and halting before a shining pool gazed at its own reflection, lifting its soft paw as if it were going to strike it.


    “Cats are vain and distrustful,” observed “Good-business” quietly.


    Then there was the red-gold cock Mamae, who flew on to the garden hedge, balanced himself, shook out his wings, and nearly fell; whereupon he was greatly put out, and muttered angrily, stretching out his neck:


    “A consequential general, and not over-clever at that.”


    Clumsy Valei passed, treading heavily through the mud, like an old horse; his face, with its high cheek-bones, seemed inflated as he gazed, blinking, at the sky, from which the pale autumn beams fell straight on his chest, making the brass buttons on his coat shine brilliantly. The Tartar stood still and touched them with his crooked fingers “just as if they were medals bestowed on him.”


    My attachment to “Good-business” grew apace, and became stronger every day, till I found that he was indispensable both on days when I felt myself bitterly aggrieved, and in my hours of happiness. Although he was taciturn himself, he did not forbid me to talk about anything which came into my head; grandfather, on the other hand, always cut me short by his stern exclamation:


    “Don’t chatter, you mill of the devil!”


    Grandmother, too, was so full of her own ideas that she neither listened to other people’s ideas nor admitted them into her mind; but “Good-business” always listened attentively to my chatter, and often said to me smilingly:


    “No, my boy, that is not true. That is an idea of your own.”


    And his brief remarks were always made at the right time, and only when absolutely necessary; he seemed to be able to pierce the outer covering of my heart and head, and see all that went on, and even to see all the useless, untrue words on my lips before I had time to utter them he saw them and cut them off with two gentle blows:


    “Untrue, boy.”


    Sometimes I tried to draw out his wizard-like abilities. I made up something and told it to him as if it had really happened; but after listening for a time, he would shake his head.


    “Now that ‘s not true, my boy.”


    “How do you know?”


    “I can feel it, my boy.”


    When grandmother went to fetch water from Syeniu


    Square, she often used to take me with her; and on one occasion we saw five citizens assault a peasant, throwing him on the ground, and dragging him about as dogs might do to another dog. Grandmother slipped her pail off the yoke, which she brandished as she flew to the rescue, calling to me as she went:


    “You run away now!”


    But I was frightened, and, running after her, I began to hurl pebbles and large stones at the citizens, while she bravely made thrusts at them with the yoke, striking at their shoulders and heads. When other people came on the scene they ran away, and grandmother set to work to bathe the injured man’s wounds. His face had been trampled, and the sight of him as he pressed his dirty fingers to his torn nostrils and howled and coughed, while the blood spurted from under his fingers over grandmother’s face and breast, filled me with repugnance; she uttered a cry too, and trembled violently.


    As soon as I returned home I ran to the boarder and began to tell him all about it. He left off working, and stood in front of me looking at me fixedly and sternly from under his glasses; then he suddenly interrupted me, speaking with unusual impressiveness:


    “That ‘s a fine thing, I must say very fine!”


    I was so taken up by the sight I had witnessed that his words did not surprise me, and I went on with my story; but he put his arm round me, and then left me and walked about the room uncertainly.


    “That will do,” he said; “I don’t want to hear any more. You have said all that is needful, my boy all. Do you understand?”


    I felt offended, and did not answer; but on thinking the matter over afterwards, I have still a lively recollection of my astonishment at the discovery that he had stopped me at exactly the right time. I had, in truth, told all there was to tell.


    “Do not dwell on this incident, child; it is not a good thing to remember,” he said.


    Sometimes on the spur of the moment he uttered words which I have never forgotten. I remember telling him about my enemy Kliushnikov, a warrior from New Street a fat boy with a large head, whom I could not conquer in battle, nor he me. “Good-business” listened attentively to my complaint, and then he said:


    “That ‘s all nonsense! That sort of strength does not count. Real strength lies in swift movements. He who is swiftest is strongest. See?”


    The next Sunday I used my fists more quickly, and easily conquered Kliushnikov, which made me pay still more heed to what the boarder said.


    “You must learn to grasp all kinds of things, do you see”? It is very difficult to learn how to grasp.”


    I did not understand him at all, but I involuntarily remembered this, with many other similar sayings; but this one especially, because in its simplicity it was provokingly mysterious. Surely it did not require any extraordinary cleverness to be able to grasp stones, a piece of bread, a cup or a hammer!


    In the house, however, “Good-business” became less and less liked; even the friendly cat of the merry lady would not jump on his knees as she jumped on the knees of the others, and took no notice when he called her kindly. I beat her for that and pulled her ears, and, almost weeping, told her not to be afraid of the man.


    “It is because my clothes smell of acids that is why he will not come to me,” he explained; but I knew that every one else, even grandmother, gave quite a different explanation uncharitable, untrue, and injurious to him.


    “Why are you always hanging about him?” demanded grandmother angrily. “He’ll be teaching you something bad you’ll see !”


    And grandfather hit me ferociously whenever I visited the boarder, who, he was firmly convinced, was a rogue.


    Naturally I did not mention to “Good-business” that I was forbidden to make a friend of him, but I did tell him frankly what was said about him in the house:


    “Grandmother is afraid of you; she says you are a black magician. And grandfather too he says you are one of God’s enemies, and that it is dangerous to have you here.”


    He moved his hand about his head as if he were driving away flies; but a smile spread like a blush over his chalk-white face, and my heart contracted, and a mist seemed to creep over my eyes.


    “I see!” he said softly. “It is a pity, isn’t it?”


    “Yes.”


    “It ‘s a pity, my lad yes.”


    Finally they gave him notice to quit. One day, when I went to him after breakfast, I found him sitting on the floor packing his belongings in cases, and softly singing to himself about the Rose of Sharon.


    “Well, it ‘s good-by now, my friend; I am going.”


    “Why?”


    He looked at me fixedly as he said:


    “Is it possible you don’t know? This room is wanted for your mother.”


    “Who said so?’


    “Your grandfather.”


    “Then he told a lie!”


    “Good-business” drew me towards him; and when I sat beside him on the floor, he said softly:


    “Don’t be angry. I thought that you knew about it and would not tell me; and I thought you were not treating me well.”


    So that was why he had been sad and vexed in his manner.


    “Listen!” he went on, almost in a whisper. “You remember when I told you not to come and see me?”


    I nodded.


    “You were offended, weren’t you?”


    “Yes.”


    “But I had no intention of offending you, child. I knew, you see, that if you became friendly with me, you would get into trouble with your family. And wasn’t I right? Now, do you understand why I said it?”


    He spoke almost like a child of my own age, and I was beside myself with joy at his words. I felt that I had known this all along, and I said:


    “I understood that long ago.”


    “Well, there it is. It has happened as I said, my little dove!”


    The pain in my heart was almost unbearable.


    “Why do none of them like you?”


    He put his arm round me, and pressed me to him and answered, blinking down at me:


    “I am of a different breed do you see? That’s what it is. I am not like them”


    I just held his hands, not knowing what to say; incapable, in fact, of saying anything.


    “Don’t be angry!” he said again; and then he whispered in my ear: “And don’t cry either.” But all the time his own tears were flowing freely from under his smeared glasses.


    After that we sat, as usual, in silence, which was broken at rare intervals by a brief word or two; and that evening he went, courteously bidding farewell to every one, and hugging me warmly. I accompanied him to the gate, and watched him drive away in the cart, and being violently jolted as the wheels passed over the hillocks of frozen mud.


    Grandmother set to work immediately to clean and scrub the dirty room, and I wandered about from corner to corner on purpose to hinder her.


    “Go away!” she cried, when she stumbled over me.


    “Why did you send him away then?”


    “Don’t talk about things you don’t understand.”


    “You are fools all of you!” I said.


    She flicked me with her wet floorcloth, crying:


    “Are you mad, you little wretch?”


    “I did not mean you, but the others,” I said, trying to pacify her; but with no success.


    At supper grandfather exclaimed:


    “Well, thank God he has gone! I should never have been surprised, from what I saw of him, to find him one day with a knife through his heart. Och! It was time he went.”


    I broke a spoon out of revenge, and then I relapsed into my usual state of sullen endurance. Thus ended my friendship with the first one of that endless chain of friends belonging to my own country the verv best of her people.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    Chapter IX


    
      
    


    I IMAGINE myself, in my childhood, as a hive to which all manner of simple, undistinguished people brought, as the bees bring honey, their knowledge and thoughts about life, generously enriching my soul with what they had to give. The honey was often dirty, and bitter, but it was all the same knowledge and honey.


    After the departure of “Good-business,” Uncle Peter became my friend. He was in appearance like grandfather, in that he was wizened, neat, and clean; but he was shorter and altogether smaller than grandfather. He looked like a person hardly grown-up dressed up like an old man for fun. His face was creased like a square of very fine leather, and his comical, lively eyes, with their yellow whites, danced amidst these wrinkles like siskins in a cage. His raven hair, now growing gray, was curly, his beard also fell into ringlets, and he smoked a pipe, the smoke from which the same color as his hair curled upward into rings too; his style of speech was florid, and abounded in quaint sayings. He always spoke in a buzzing voice, and sometimes very kindly, but I always had an idea that he was making fun of everybody.


    “When I first went to her, the lady-countess Tatian her name was Lexievna said to me, ‘You shall be blacksmith’; but after a time she orders me to go and help the gardener. ‘All right, I don’t mind, only I didn’t engage to work as a laborer, and it is not right that I should have to.’ Another time she ‘d say ‘Now, Petrushka, you must go fishing.’ It was all one to me whether I went fishing or not, but I preferred to say ‘good-by’ to the fish, thank you! and I came to the town as a drayman. And here I am, and have never been anything else. So far I have not done much good for myself by the change. The only thing I possess is the horse, which reminds me of the Countess.”


    This was an old horse, and was really white, but one day a drunken house painter had begun to paint it in various colors, and had never finished his job. Its legs were dislocated, and altogether it looked as if it were made of rags sewn together; the bony head, with its dim, sadly drooping eyes, was feebly attached to the carcass by swollen veins and old, worn-out skin. Uncle Peter waited upon the creature with much respect, and called it “Tankoe.”


    “Why do you call that animal by a Christian name?” asked grandfather one day.


    “Nothing of the kind, Vassili Vassilev, nothing of the kind in all respect I say it. There is no such Christian name as Tanka but there is ‘Tatiana’!”


    Uncle Peter was educated and well-read, and he and grandfather used to quarrel as to which of the saints was the most holy; and sit in judgment, each more severely than the other, on the sinners of ancient times. The sinner who was most hardly dealt with was Absalom. Sometimes the dispute took a purely grammatical form, grandfather saying that it ought to be “sogryesh, bezzakonnovaM0w, nepravdava-khom” and Uncle Peter insisting that it was “sogry.” “I say it one way, and you say it another!” said grandfather angrily, turning livid. Then he jeered: “Vaska! Skiska!”


    But Uncle Peter, enveloped in smoke, asked maliciously:


    “And what is the use of your ‘Idioms’? Do you think God takes any notice of them? What God says when He listens to our prayers is: Pray how you like, pray what you like.”


    “Go away, Lexei!” shrieked grandfather in a fury, with his green eyes flashing.


    Peter was very fond of cleanliness and tidiness. When he went into the yard he used to kick to one side any shavings, or pieces of broken crockery, or bones that were lying about, with the scornful remark:


    “These things are no use, and they get in the way.”


    Although he was usually talkative, good-natured, and merry, there were times when his eyes became bloodshot and grew dim and fixed, like the eyes of a dead person, and he would sit, huddled up in a corner, morose and as dumb as his nephew.


    “What is the matter with you, Uncle Peter?”


    “Let me alone!” he would say darkly and grimly.


    In one of the little houses in our street there lived a gentleman, with wens on his forehead, and the most extraordinary habits; on Sundays he used to sit at the window and shoot from a shot-gun at dogs and cats, hens and crows, or whatever came in his way that did not please him. One day he fired at the side of “Good-business”; the shots did not pierce his leather coat, but some of them fell into his pocket. I shall never forget the interested expression with which the boarder regarded the dark-blue shots. Grandfather tried to persuade him to make a complaint about it, but, throwing the shots into a corner of the kitchen, he replied:


    “It is not worth while.”


    Another time our marksman planted a few shots in grandfather’s leg, and he, much enraged, got up a petition to the authorities, and set to work to get the names of other sufferers and witnesses in the street; but the culprit suddenly disappeared.


    As for Uncle Peter, every time he heard the sound of shooting in the street if he were at home he used to hastily cover his iron-gray head with his glossy Sunday cap, which had large ear-flaps, and rush to the gate. Here he would hide his hands behind his back under his coat-tails, which he would lift up in imitation of a cock, and sticking out his stomach, would strut solemnly along the pavement quite close to the marksman, and then turn back. He would do this over and over again, and our whole household would be standing at the gate; while the purple face of the war-like gentleman could be seen at his window, with the blonde head of his wife over his shoulder, and people coming out of Betlenga yard only the gray, dead house of the Ovsyanikovs showed no signs of animation.


    Sometimes Uncle Peter made these excursions without any result, the hunter evidently not looking upon him as game worthy of his skill in shooting; but on other occasions the double-barrelled gun was discharged over and over again.


    “Boom! Boom!”


    With leisurely steps Uncle Peter came back to us and exclaimed, in great delight:


    “He sent every shot into the field!”


    Once he got some shot into his shoulder and neck; and grandmother gave him a lecture while she was getting them out with a needle:


    “Why on earth do you encourage the beast? He will blind you one of these days.”


    “Impossible, Akulina Ivanna,” drawled Peter contemptuously. “He ‘s no marksman!”


    “But why do you encourage him?”


    “Do you think I am encouraging him? No! I like teasing the gentleman.”


    And looking at the extracted shot in his palm, he said:


    “He ‘s no marksman. But up there, at the house of my mistress, the Countess Tatiana Lexievna, there was an Army man Marmont Ilich. He was taken up most of the time with matrimonial duties husbands were in the same category as footmen with her and so he was kept busy about her; but he could shoot, if you like only with bullets though, grandmother; he wouldn’t shoot with anything else. He put Ignashka the Idiot at forty paces or thereabouts from him, with a bottle tied to his belt and placed so that it hung between his legs; and while Ignashka stood there with his legs apart laughing in his foolish way, Marmont Ilich took his pistol and bang! the bottle was smashed to pieces. Only, unfortunately Ignashka swallowed a gadfly, or something, and gave a start, and the bullet went into his knee, right into the kneecap. The doctor was called and he took the leg off; it was all over in a minute, and the leg was buried ...”


    “But what about the idiot?”


    “Oh, he was all right! What does an idiot want with legs and arms? His idiocy brings him in more than enough to eat and drink. Every one loves idiots; they are harmless enough. You know the saying: ‘It is better for underlings to be fools; they can do less harm then.’”


    This sort of talk did not astonish grandmother, she had listened to it scores of times, but it made me rather uncomfortable, and I asked Uncle Peter:


    “Would that gentleman be able to kill any one?”


    “And why not? Of cou rse he could! ... He even fought a duel. A Uhlan, who came on a visit to Tatiana Lexievna, had a quarrel with Marmont, and in a minute they had their pistols in their hands, and went out to the park; and there on the path by the pond that Uhlan shot Marmont bang through the liver. Then Marmont was sent to the churchyard, and the Uhlan to the Caucasus ... and the whole affair was over in a very short time. That is how they did for themselves. And amongst the peasants, and the rest of them, he is not talked of now. People don’t regret him much; they never regretted him for himself ... but all the same they did grieve at one time for his property.”


    “Well, then they didn’t grieve much,” said grandmother.


    Uncle Peter agreed with her:


    “That ‘s true! ... His property ... yes, that wasn’t worth much.”


    He always bore himself kindly towards me, spoke to me good-naturedly, and as if I were a grown person, and looked me straight in the eyes; but all the same there was something about him which I did not like. Having regaled me with my. favorite jam, he would spread my slice of bread with what was left, he would bring me malted gingerbread from the town, and always conversed with me in a quiet and serious tone.


    “What are you going to do, young gentleman, when you grow up? Are you going into the Army or the Civil Service?’


    “Into the Army.”


    “Good! A soldier’s life is not a hard one in these days. A priest’s life isn’t bad either ... all he has to do is to chant, and pray to God, and that does not take long. In fact, a priest has an easier job than a soldier ... but a fisherman’s job is easier still; that does not require any education at all, it is simply a question of habit.”


    He gave an amusing imitation of the fish hovering round the bait, and of the way perch, mugil, and bream throw themselves about when they get caught on the hook.


    “Now, you get angry when grandfather whips you,” he would say soothingly, “but you have no cause to be angry at that, young gentleman; whippings are a part of your education, and those that you get are, after all, mere child’s play. You should just see how my mistress, Tatiana Lexievna, used to thrash! She could do it all right, she could! And she used to keep a man especially for that Christopher his name was and he did his work so well that sometimes neighbors from other manor-houses sent a message to the Countess: ‘Please, Tatiana Lexievna, send Christopher to thrash our footman.’ And she used to let him go.”


    In his artless manner, he would give a detailed account of how the Countess, in a white muslin frock with a gauzy, sky-colored handkerchief over her head, would sit on the steps, by one of the pillars, in a red armchair, while Christopher flogged the peasants, male and female, in her presence.


    “And this Christopher was from Riazan, and he looked like a gipsy, or a Little Russian, with mustaches sticking out beyond his ears, and his ugly face all blue where he had shaved his beard. And either he was a fool, or he pretended to be one so that he should not be asked useless questions. Sometimes he used to pour water into a cup to catch flies and cockroaches, which are a kind of beetle, and then he used to boil them over the fire.”


    I was familiar with many such stories, which I had heard from the lips of grandmother and grandfather. Though they were different, yet they were all curiously alike; each one told of people being tormented, jeered at, or driven away, and I was tired of them, and as I did not wish to hear any more, said to the cab-driver:


    “Tell me another kind of story.”


    All his wrinkles were gathered about his mouth for a space, then they spread themselves to his eyes, as he said obligingly:


    “All right, Greedy! Well, we once had a cook”


    “Who had?”


    “The Countess Tatian Lexievna.”


    “Why do you call her Tatian? She wasn’t a man, was she?”


    He laughed shrilly.


    “Of course she wasn’t. She was a lady; but all the same she had whiskers. Dark she was ... she came of a dark German race ... people of the negro type they are. Well, as I was saying, this cook this is a funny story, young gentleman.”


    And this “funny story” was that the cook had spoiled a fish pasty, and had been made to eat it all up himself, after which he had been taken ill.


    “It is not at all funny!” I said angrily.


    “Well, what is your idea of a funny story? Come on! Let ‘s have it.”


    “I don’t know”


    “Then hold your tongue!” And he spun out another dreary yarn.


    Occasionally, on Sundays and holidays, we received a visit from my cousins the lazy and melancholy Sascha Michhailov, and the trim, omniscient Sascha Jaakov. Once, when the three of us had made an excursion up to the roof, we saw a gentleman in a green fur-trimmed coat sitting in the Betlenga yard upon a heap of wood against the wall, and playing with some puppies; his little, yellow, bald head was uncovered. One of the brothers suggested the theft of a puppy, and they quickly evolved an ingenious plan by which the brothers were to go down to the street and wait at the entrance to Betlenga yard, while I did something to startle the gentleman; and when he ran away in alarm they were to rush into the yard and seize a puppy.


    “But how am I to startle him?’


    “Spit on his bald head,” suggested one of my cousins.


    But was it not a grievous sin to spit on a person’s head”? However, I had heard over and over again, and had seen with my own eyes, that they had done many worse things than that, so I faithfully performed my part of the contract, with my usual luck.


    There was a terrible uproar and scene; a whole army of men and women, headed by a young, good-looking officer, rushed out of Betlenga House into the yard, and as my two cousins were, at the very moment when the outrage was committed, quietly walking along the street, and knew nothing of my wild prank, I was the only one to receive a thrashing from grandfather, by which the inhabitants of Betlenga House were completely satisfied.


    And as I lay, all bruised, in the kitchen, there came to me Uncle Peter, dressed in his best, and looking very happy.


    “That was a jolly good idea of yours, young gentleman,” he whispered. “That ‘s just what the silly old goat deserved to be spit upon! Next time throw a stone on his rotten head!”


    Before me rose the round, hairless, childlike face of the gentleman, and I remembered how he had squeaked feebly and plaintively, just like the puppies, as he had wiped his yellow pate with his small hands, and I felt overwhelmed with shame, and full of hatred for my cousins; but I forgot all this in a moment when I gazed on the drayman’s wrinkled face, which quivered with a half-fearful, half-disgusted expression, like grandfather’s face when he was beating me.


    “Go away!” I shrieked, and struck at him with my hands and feet.


    He tittered, and winking at me over his shoulder, went away.


    From that time I ceased to have any desire for intercourse with him; in fact, I avoided him. And yet I began to watch his movements suspiciously, with a confused idea that I should discover something about him. Soon after the incident connected with the gentleman of Betlenga House, something else occurred. For a long time I had been very curious about Ovsyanikov House, and I imagined that its gray exterior hid a mysterious romance.


    Betlenga House was always full of bustle and gaiety; many beautiful ladies lived there, who were visited by officers and students, and from it sounds of laughter and singing, and the playing of musical instruments, continually proceeded. The very face of the house looked cheerful, with its brightly polished window-panes.


    Grandfather did not approve of it.


    “They are heretics ... and godless people, all of them!” he said about its inhabitants, and he applied to the women an offensive term, which Uncle Peter explained to me in words equally offensive and malevolent.


    But the stern, silent Ovsyanikov House inspired grandfather with respect.


    This one-storied but tall house stood in a well-kept yard overgrown with turf, empty save for a well with a roof supported by two pillars, which stood in the middle. The house seemed to draw back from the street as if it wished to hide from it. Two of its windows, which had chiselled arches, were at some distance from the ground, and upon their dust-smeared panes the sun fell with a rainbow effect. And on the other side of the gateway stood a store-house, with a facade exactly like that of the house, even to the three windows, but they were not real ones; the outlines were built into the gray wall, and the frames and sashes painted on with white paint. These blind windows had a sinister appearance, and the whole storehouse added to the impression which the house gave, of having a desire to hide and escape notice. There was a suggestion of mute indignation, or of secret pride, about the whole house, with its empty stables, and its coachhouse, with wide doors, also empty.


    Sometimes a tall old man, with shaven chin and white mustache, the hair of which stuck out stiffly like so many needles, was to be seen hobbling about the yard. At other times another old man, with whiskers and a crooked nose, led out of the stables a gray mare with a long neck a narrow-chested creature with thin legs, which bowed and scraped like an obsequious nun as soon as she came out into the yard. The lame man slapped her with his palms, whistling, and drawing in his breath noisily; and then the mare was again hidden in the dark stable. I used to think that the old man wanted to run away from the house, but could not because he was bewitched.


    Almost every day from noon till the evening three boys used to play in the yard all dressed alike in gray coats and trousers, with caps exactly alike, and all of them with round faces and gray eyes; so much alike that I could only tell one from the other by their height.


    I used to watch them through a chink in the fence; they could not see me, but I wanted them to know I was there. I liked the way they played together, so gaily and amicably, games which were unfamiliar to me; I liked their dress, and their consideration for each other, which was especially noticeable in the conduct of the elder ones to their little brother, a funny little fellow, full of life. If he fell down, they laughed it being the custom to laugh when any one has a fall but there was no malice in their laughter, and they ran to help him up directly; and if he made his hands or knees dirty, they wiped his fingers and trousers with leaves or their handkerchiefs, and the middle boy said good-naturedly:


    “There, clumsy!”


    They never quarreled amongst themselves, never cheated, and all three were agile, strong and indefatigable.


    One day I climbed up a tree and whistled to them; they stood stock-still for a moment, then they calmly drew close together, and after looking up at me, deliberated quietly amongst themselves. Thinking that they were going to throw stones at me, I slipped to the ground, filled my pockets and the front of my blouse with stones, and climbed up the tree again; but they were playing in another corner of the yard, far away from me, and apparently had forgotten all about me. I was very sorry for this; first, because I did not wish to be the one to begin the war, and secondly, because just at that moment some one called to them out of the window:


    “You must come in now, children.”


    They went submissively, but without haste, in single file, like geese.


    I often sat on the tree over the fence hoping that they would ask me to play with them; but they never did. But in spirit I was always playing with them, and I was so fascinated by the games sometimes that I shouted and laughed aloud; whereupon all three would look at me and talk quietly amongst themselves, whilst I, overcome with confusion, would let myself drop to the ground.


    One day they were playing hide-and-seek, and when it came to the turn of the middle brother to hide, he stood in the corner by the storehouse and shut his eyes honestly, without attempting to peep, while his brothers ran to hide themselves. The elder one nimbly and swiftly climbed into a broad sledge which was kept in a shed against the storehouse, but the youngest one ran in a comical fashion round and round the well, flustered by not knowing where to hide.


    “One” shouted the elder one. “Two”


    The little boy jumped on the edge of the well, seized the rope, and stepped into the bucket, which, striking once against the edge with a dull sound, disappeared. I was stupefied, as I saw how quickly and noiselessly the well-oiled wheel turned, but I realized in a moment the possibilities of the situation, and I jumped down into the yard crying:


    “He has fallen into the well!”


    The middle boy and I arrived at the edge of the well at the same time; he clutched at the rope and, feeling himself drawn upwards, loosed his hands. I was just in time to catch the rope, and the elder brother, having come up, helped me to draw up the bucket, saying:


    “Gently, please!”


    We quickly pulled up the little boy, who was very frightened; there were drops of blood on the fingers of his right hand, and his cheek was severely grazed. He was wet to the waist, and his face was overspread with a bluish pallor; but he smiled, then shuddered, and closed his eyes tightly, then smiled again, and said slowly:


    “Howe ver did I fa all?’


    “You must have been mad to do such a thing!” said the middle brother, putting his arm round him and wiping the blood off his face with a handkerchief; and the elder one said frowning:


    “We had better go in. We can’t hide it anyhow”


    “Will you be whipped?” I asked.


    He nodded, and then he said, holding out his hand:


    “How quickly you ran here!”


    I was delighted by his praise, but I had no time to take his hand for he turned away to speak to his brothers again.


    “Let us go in, or he will take cold. We will say that he fell down, but we need not say anything about the well.”


    “No,” agreed the youngest, shuddering. “We will say I fell in a puddle, shall we?” And they went away.


    All this happened so quickly that when I looked at the branch from which I had sprung into the yard, it was still shaking and throwing its yellow leaves about.


    The brothers did not come into the yard again for a week, and when they appeared again they were more noisy than before; when the elder one saw me in the tree he called out to me kindly:


    “Come here and play with us.”


    We gathered together, under the projecting roof of the storehouse, in the old sledge, and having surveyed one another thoughtfully, we held a long conversation.


    “Did they whip you?” I asked.


    “Rather!”


    It was hard for me to believe that these boys were whipped like myself, and I felt aggrieved about it for their sakes.


    “Why do you catch birds’?” asked the youngest.


    “Because I like to hear them sing.”


    “But you ought not to catch them; why don’t you let them fly about as they like to?”


    “Well, I ‘m not going to, so there!”


    “Won’t you just catch one then and give it to me?”


    “To you! ... What kind?”


    “A lively one, in a cage.”


    “A siskin ... that ‘s what you want.”


    “The cat would eat it,” said the youngest one; “and besides, papa would not allow us to have it.”


    “No, he wouldn’t allow it,” agreed the elder.


    “Have you a mother?”


    “No,” said the eldest, but the middle one corrected him:


    “We have a mother, but she is not ours really. Ours is dead.”


    “And the other is called a stepmother?” I said, and the elder nodded “Yes.”


    And they all three looked thoughtful, and their faces were clouded. I knew what a stepmother was like from the stories grandmother used to tell me, and I understood that sudden thoughtfulness. There they sat, all close together, as much alike as a row of peas in a pod; and I remembered the witch-stepmother who took the place of the real mother by means of a trick.


    “Your real mother will come back to you again, see if she doesn’t,” I assured them.


    The elder one shrugged his shoulders.


    “How can she if she is dead? Such things don’t happen.”


    “Don’t happen”? Good Lord! how many times have the dead, even when they have been hacked to pieces, come to life again when sprinkled with living water?


    How many times has death been neither real, nor the work of God, but simply the evil spell cast by a wizard or a witch !”


    I began to tell grandmother’s stories to them excitedly; but the eldest laughed at first, and said under his breath:


    “We know all about those fairy-tales!”


    His brothers listened in silence; the little one with his lips closely shut and pouting, and the middle one with his elbows on his knees, and holding his brother’s hand which was round his neck.


    The evening was far advanced, red clouds hung over the roof, when suddenly there appeared before us the old man with the white mustache and cinnamon-colored clothes, long, like those worn by a priest, and a rough fur cap.


    “And who may this be?” he asked, pointing to me.


    The elder boy stood up and nodded his head in the direction of grandfather’s house:


    “He comes from there.”


    “Who invited him in here?”


    The boys silently climbed down from the sledge, and went into the house, reminding me more than ever of a flock of geese.


    The old man gripped my shoulder like a vice and propelled me across the yard to the gate. I felt like crying through sheer terror, but he took such long, quick steps that before I had time to cry we were in the street, and he stood at the little gate raising his finger at me threateningly, as he said:


    “Don’t you dare to come near me again!”


    I flew into a rage.


    “I never did want to come near you, you old devil!”


    Once more I was seized by his long arm and he dragged me along the pavement as he asked in a voice which was like the blow of a hammer on my head:


    “Is your grandfather at home?”


    To my sorrow he proved to be at home, and he stood before the minacious old man, with his head thrown back and his beard thrust forward, looking up into the dull, round, fishy eyes as he said hastily:


    “His mother is away, you see, and I am a busy man, so there is no one to look after him; so I hope you will overlook it this time, Colonel.”


    The Colonel raved and stamped about the house like a madman, and he was hardly gone before I was thrown into Uncle Peter’s cart.


    “In trouble again, young gentleman?” he asked as he unharnessed the horse. “What are you being punished for now?”


    When I told him, he flared up.


    “And what do you want to be friends with them for?” he hissed. “The young serpents! Look what they have done for you! It is your turn now to blow on them; see you do it.”


    He whispered like this for a long time, and all sore from my beating as I was, I was inclined to listen to him at first; but his wrinkled face quivered in a way which became more and more repellent to me every moment, and reminded me that the other boys would be beaten too, and undeservedly, in my opinion.


    “They ought not to be whipped; they are all good boys. As for you, every word you say is a lie,” I said.


    He looked at me, and then without any warning cried:


    “Get out of my cart!”


    “You fool!” I yelled, jumping down to the ground.


    He ran after me across the yard, making unsuccessful attempts to catch me, and yelling in an uncanny voice:


    “I am a fool, am I? I tell lies, do I? You wait till I get you!”


    At this moment grandmother came out of the kitchen, and I rushed to her.


    “This little wretch gives me no peace! I am five times older than he is, yet he dares to come and revile me ... and my mother ... and all.”


    Hearing him lie like this so brazenly, I lost my presence of mind, and could do nothing but stand staring at him stupidly; but grandmother replied sternly:


    “Now you are telling lies, Peter, there is no doubt about it. He would never be offensive to you or any one.”


    Grandfather would have believed the drayman!


    From that day there was silent but none the less bitter warfare between us; he would try to hit me with his reins, without seeming to do it, he would let my birds out of their cage, and sometimes the cat would catch and eat them, and he would complain about me to grandfather on every possible occasion, and was always believed. I was confirmed in my first impression of him that he was just a boy like myself disguised as an old man. I unplaited his bast shoes, or rather I ripped a little inside the shoes so that as soon as he put them on they began to fall to pieces; one day I put some pepper in his cap which set him sneezing for a whole hour, and trying with all his might not to leave off his work because of it.


    On Sundays he kept me under observation, and more than once he caught me doing what was forbidden talking to the Ovsyanikovs, and went and told tales to grandfather.


    My acquaintance with the Ovsyanikovs progressed, and gave me increasing pleasure. On a little winding pathway between the wall of grandfather’s house and the Ovsyanikovs’ fence grew elms and lindens, with some thick elder bushes, under cover of which I bored a semicircular hole in the fence, and the brothers used to come in turns, or perhaps two of them together, and, squatting or kneeling at this hole, we held long conversations in subdued tones; while one of them watched lest the Colonel should come upon us unawares.


    They told me how miserable their existence was, and it made me sad to listen to them; they talked about my caged birds, and of many childish matters, but they never spoke a single word about their stepmother or their father, at least, as far as I can remember. More often than not they asked me to tell them a story, and I faithfully reproduced one of grandmother’s tales, and if I forgot anything, I would ask them to wait while I ran to her and refreshed my memory. This pleased her.


    “I told them a lot about grandmother, and the eldest boy remarked once with a deep sigh:


    “Your grandmother seems to be good in every way. ... We had a good grandmother too, once.”


    He often spoke sadly like this, and spoke of things which had happened as if he had lived a hundred years instead of eleven. I remember that his hands were narrow, and his ringers very slender and delicate, and that his eyes were kind and bright, like the lights of the church lamps. His brothers were lovable too; they seemed to inspire confidence and to make one want to do the things they liked; but the eldest one was my favorite.


    Often I was so absorbed in our conversations that I did not notice Uncle Peter till he was close upon us, and the sound of his voice sent us flying in all directions as he exclaimed:


    “A gai ne?”


    I noticed that his fits of taciturnity and moroseness became more frequent, and I very soon learned to see at a glance what mood he was in when he returned from work. As a rule he opened the gate in a leisurely manner, and its hinges creaked with a long-drawn-out, lazy sound; but when he was in a bad mood, they gave a sharp squeak, as if they were crying out in pain.


    His dumb nephew had been married some time and had gone to live in the country, so Peter lived alone in the stables, in a low stall with a broken window and a close smell of hides, tar, sweat and tobacco; and because of that smell I would never enter his dwelling-place. He had taken to sleep with his lamp burning, and grandfather greatly objected to the habit.


    “You see! You’ll burn me out, Peter.”


    “No, I shan’t. Don’t you worry. I stand the lamp in a basin of water at night,” he would reply, with a sidelong glance.


    He seemed to look askance at every one now, and had long given over attending grandmother’s evenings and bringing her jam; his face seemed to be shriveling, his wrinkles became much deeper, and as he walked he swayed from side to side and shuffled his feet like a sick person.


    One week-day morning grandfather and I were clearing away the snow in the yard, there having been a heavy fall that night, when suddenly the latch of the gate clanged loudly and a policeman entered the yard, closing the gate by setting his back against it while he beckoned to grandfather with a fat, gray finger. When grandfather went to him the policeman bent down so that his long-pointed nose looked exactly as if it were chiseling grandfather’s forehead, and said something, but in such a low tone that I could not hear the words; but grandfather answered quickly:


    “Here? When? Good God!”


    And suddenly he cried, jumping about comically:


    “God bless us! Is it possible?”


    “Don’t make so much noise,” said the policeman sternly.


    Grandfather looked round and saw me.


    “Put away your spade, and go indoors,” he said.


    I hid myself in a corner and saw them go to the drayman’s stall, and I saw the policeman take off his right glove and strike the palm of his left hand with it as he said:


    “He knows we ‘re after him. He left the horse to wander about, and he is hiding here somewhere.”


    I rushed into the kitchen to tell grandmother all about it; she was kneading dough for bread, and her floured he’ad was bobbing up and down as she listened to me, and then said calmly:


    “He has been stealing something, I suppose. You run away now. What is it to do with you?”


    When I went out into the yard again grandfather was standing at the gate with his cap off, and his eyes raised to heaven, crossing himself. His face looked angry; he was bristling with anger, in fact, and one of his legs was trembling.


    “I told you to go indoors!” he shouted, stamping at me; but he came with me into the kitchen, calling: “Come here, Mother!”


    They went into the next room, and carried on a long conversation in whispers; but when grandmother came back to the kitchen I saw at once from her expression that something dreadful had happened.


    “Why do you look so frightened?” I asked her.


    “Hold your tongue!” she said quietly.


    All day long there was an oppressive feeling about the house. Grandfather and grandmother frequently exchanged glances of disquietude, and spoke together, softly uttering unintelligible, brief words which intensified the feeling of unrest.


    “Light lamps all over the house, Mother,” grandfather ordered, coughing.


    We dined without appetite, yet hurriedly, as if we were expecting some one. Grandfather was tired, and puffed out his cheeks as he grumbled in a squeaky voice:


    “The power of the devil over man! ... You see it everywhere ... even our religious people and ecclesiastics! ... What is the reason of it, eh?”


    Grandmother sighed.


    The hours of that silver-gray winter’s day dragged wearily on, and the atmosphere of the house seemed to become increasingly disturbed and oppressive. Before the evening another policeman came, a red, fat man, who sat by the stove in the kitchen and dozed, and when grandmother asked him: “How did they find this out?” he answered in a thick voice: “We find out everything, so don’t you worry yourself!”


    I sat at the window, I remember, warming an old two-kopeck piece in my mouth, preparatory to an attempt to make an impression on the frozen window-panes of St. George and the Dragon. All of a sudden there came a dreadful noise from the vestibule, the door was thrown open, and Petrovna shrieked deliriously:


    “Look and see what you ‘ve got out there!”


    Catching sight of the policeman, she darted back into the vestibule; but he caught her by the skirt, and cried fearfully:


    “Wait! Who are you? What are we to look for?”


    Suddenly brought to a halt on the threshold, she fell on her knees and began to scream; and her words and her tears seemed to choke her:


    “I saw it when I went to milk the cows ... what is that thing that looks like a boot in the Kashmirins’ garden? I said to myself”


    But at this grandfather stamped his foot and shouted:


    “You are lying, you fool! You could not see anything in our garden, the fence is too high and there are no crevices. You are lying; there is nothing in our garden,”


    “Little Father, it is true!” howled Petrovna, stretching out one hand to him, and pressing the other to her head. “It is true, little Father ... should I lie about such a thing? There were footprints leading to your fence, and the snow was all trampled in one place, and I went and looked through the fence and I saw ... him ... lying there . . .”


    “Who? Who?”


    This question was repeated over and over again, but nothing more was to be got out of her. Suddenly they all made a dash for the garden, jostling each other as if they had gone mad; and there, by the pit, with the snow softly spread over him, lay Uncle Peter, with his back against the burnt beam and his head fallen on his chest. Under his right ear was a deep gash, red, like a mouth, from which jagged pieces of flesh stuck out like teeth.


    I shut my eyes in horror at the sight, but I could see, through my eyelashes, the harness-maker’s knife, which I knew so well, lying on Uncle Peter’s knees, clutched in the dark fingers of his right hand; his left hand was cut off and was sinking into the snow. Under the drayman the snow had thawed, so that his diminutive body was sunk deep in the soft, sparkling down, and looked even more childlike than when he was alive. On the right side of the body a strange red design, resembling a bird, had been formed on the snow; but on the left the snow was untouched, and had remained smooth and dazzingly bright. The head had fallen forward in an attitude of submission, with the chin pressed against the chest, and crushing the thick curly beard; and amidst the red streams of congealed blood on the breast there lay a large brass cross. The noise they were all making seemed to set my head spinning. Petrovna never left off shrieking, the policeman shouted orders to Valei as he sent him on an errand, and grandfather cried:


    “Take care not to tread in his footprints!”


    But he suddenly knit his brows, and looking on the ground said in a loud, imperious tone to the policeman: “There is nothing for you to kick up a row about, Constable! This is God’s affair ... a judgment from God ... yet you must be fussing about some nonsense or other bah!”


    And at once a hush fell on them all; they stood still and, taking in a long breath, crossed themselves. Several people now came hastily into the garden from the yard. They climbed over Petrovna’s fence and some of them fell down, and uttered exclamations of pain; but for all that they were quite quiet until grandfather cried in a voice of despair:


    “Neighbors! why are you spoiling my raspberry bushes? Have you no consciences’?”


    Grandmother, sobbing violently, took my hand and brought me into the house.


    “What did he do?” I asked.


    “Couldn’t you see?” she answered.


    For the rest of the evening, until far into the night, strangers tramped in and out of the kitchen and the other rooms talking loudly; the police were in command, and a man who looked like a deacon was making notes, and quacking like a duck :


    “Wha at? Wha at?”


    Grandmother offered them all tea in the kitchen, where, sitting at the table, was a rotund, whiskered individual, marked with smallpox, who was saying in a shrill voice:


    “His real name we don’t know ... all that we can find out is that his birthplace was Elatma. As for the Deaf Mute ... that is only a nickname ... he was not deaf and dumb at all ... he knew all about the business. ... And there ‘s a third man in it too ... we ‘ve got to find him yet. They have been robbing churches for a long time; that was their lay.”


    “Good Lord!” ejaculated Petrovna, very red, and perspiring profusely.


    As for me, I lay on the ledge of the stove and looked down on them, and thought how short and fat and dreadful they all were.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    Chapter X


    
      
    


    EARLY one Saturday morning I made my way to Petrovna’s kitchen-garden to catch robins. I was there a long time, because the pert red-breasts refused to go into the trap; tantalizingly beautiful, they hopped playfully over the silvery frozen snow, and flew on to the branches of the frost-covered bushes, scattering the blue snow-crystals all about. It was such a pretty sight that I forgot my vexation at my lack of success; in fact, I was not a very keen sportsman, for I took more pleasure in the incidents of the chase than in its results, and my greatest delight was to observe the ways of the birds and think about them. I was quite happy sitting alone on the edge of a snowy field listening to the birds chirping in the crystal stillness of the frosty day, when, faintly, in the distance, I heard the fleeting sounds of the bells of a troika like the melancholy song of a skylark in the Russian winter. I was benumbed by sitting in the snow, and I felt that my ears were frost-bitten, so I gathered up the trap and the cages, climbed over the wall into grandfather’s garden, and made my way to the house.


    The gate leading to the street was open, and a man of colossal proportions was leading three steaming horses, harnessed to a large, closed sledge, out of the yard, whistling merrily the while. My heart leaped.


    “Whom have you brought here?”


    He turned and looked at me from under his arms, and jumped on to the driver’s seat before he replied:


    “The priest.”


    But I was not convinced; and if it was the priest, he must have come to see one of the lodgers.


    “Gee-up!” cried the driver, and he whistled gaily as he slashed at the horses with his reins.


    The horses tore across the fields, and I stood looking after them; then I closed the gate. The first thing I heard as I entered the empty kitchen was my mother’s energetic voice in the adjoining room, saying very distinctly:


    “What is the matter now? Do you want to kill me?’


    Without taking off my outdoor clothes, I threw down the cages and ran into the vestibule, where I collided with grandfather; he seized me by the shoulder, looked into my face with wild eyes, and swallowing with difficulty, said hoarsely:


    “Your mother has come back ... go to her ... wait ...!” He shook me so hard that I was nearly taken off my feet, and reeled against the door of the room. “Goon! . . Go .!”


    I knocked at the door, which was protected by felt and oilcloth, but it was some time before my hand, benumbed with cold, and trembling with nervousness, found the latch; and when at length I softly entered, I halted on the threshold, dazed and bewildered.


    “Here he is!” said mother. “Lord! how big he is grown. Why, don’t you know me? ... What a way you ‘ve dressed him! ... And, yes, his ears are going white! Make haste, Mama, and get some goose-grease.”


    She stood in the middle of the room, bending over me as she took off my outdoor clothes, and turning me about as if I were nothing more than a ball; her massive figure was clothed in a warm, soft, beautiful dress, as full as a man’s cloak, which was fastened by black buttons, running obliquely from the shoulder to the hem of the skirt. I had never seen anything like it before.


    Her face seemed smaller than it used to be, and her eyes larger and more sunken; while her hair seemed to be of a deeper gold. As she undressed me, she threw the garments across the threshold, her red lips curling in disgust, and all the time her voice rang out:


    “Why don’t you speak”? Aren’t you glad to see me”? Phoo! what a dirty shirt ... .”


    Then she rubbed my ears with goose-grease, which hurt; but such a fragrant, pleasant odor came from her while she was doing it, that the pain seemed less than usual.


    I pressed close to her, looking up into her eyes, too moved to speak, and through her words I could hear grandmother’s low, unhappy voice:


    “He is so self-willed ... he has got quite out of hand. He is not afraid of grandfather, even. ... Oh, Varia! ... Varia!”


    “Don’t whine, Mother, for goodness’ sake; it doesn’t make things any better.”


    Everything looked small and pitiful and old beside mother. I felt old too, as old as grandfather.


    Pressing me to her knees, and smoothing my hair with her warm, heavy hand, she said:


    “He wants some one strict over him. And it is time he went to school. ... You will like to learn lessons, won’t you?”


    “I ‘ve learned all I want to know.”


    “You will have to learn a little more. ... Why! How strong you ‘ve grown!” And she laughed heartily in her deep contralto tones as she played with me.


    When grandfather came in, pale as ashes, with blood-shot eyes, and bristling with rage, she put me from her and asked in a loud voice:


    “Well, what have you settled, Father? Am I to go?”


    He stood at the window scraping the ice off the panes with his finger-nails, and remained silent for a long while. The situation was strained and painful, and, as was usual with me in such moments of tension, my body felt as if it were all eyes and ears, and something seemed to swell within my breast, causing an in tense desire to scream.


    “Lexei, leave the room!” said grandfather roughly.


    “Why?” asked mother, drawing me to her again. “You shall not go away from this place. I forbid it!” Mother stood up, gliding up the room, just like a rosy cloud, and placed herself behind grandfather.


    “Listen to me, Papasha”


    He turned upon her, shrieking “Shut up!”


    “I won’t have you shouting at me,” said mother coolly.


    Grandmother rose from the couch, raising her finger admonishingly.


    “Now, Varvara!”


    And grandfather sat down, muttering:


    “Wait a bit! I want to know who? Eh? Who was it? ... How did it happen?”


    And suddenly he roared out in a voice which did not seem to belong to him:


    “You have brought shame upon me, Varka!”


    “Go out of the room!” grandmother said to me; and I went into the kitchen, feeling as if I were being suffocated, climbed on to the stove, and stayed there a long time listening to their conversation, which was audible through the partition. They either all talked at once, interrupting one another, or else fell into a long silence as if they had fallen asleep. The subject of their conversation was a baby, lately bom to my mother and given into some one’s keeping; but I could not understand whether grandfather was angry with mother for giving birth to a child without asking his permission, or for not bringing the child to him.


    He came into the kitchen later, looking dishevelled; his face was livid, and he seemed very tired. With him came grandmother, wiping the tears from her cheeks with the basque of her blouse. He sat down on a bench, doubled up, resting his hands on it, tremulously biting his pale lips; and she knelt down in front of him, and said quietly but with great earnestness:


    “Father, forgive her! For Christ’s sake forgive her! You can’t get rid of her in this manner. Do you think that such things don’t happen amongst the gentry, and in merchants’ families’? You know what women are. Now, forgive her! No one is perfect, you know.”


    Grandfather leaned back against the wall and looked into her face; then he growled, with a bitter laugh which was almost a sob:


    “Well what next”? Who wouldn’t you forgive?


    I wonder! If you had your way every one would be forgiven. ... Ugh! You!”


    And bending over her he seized her by the shoulders and shook her, and said, speaking in a rapid whisper:


    “But, by God, you needn’t worry yourself. You will find no forgiveness in me. Here we are almost in our graves overtaken by punishment in our last days ... there is neither rest nor happiness for us ... nor will there be. ... And what is more ... mark my words! ... we shall be beggars before we ‘re done beggars!”


    Grandmother took his hand, and sitting beside him laughed gently as she said:


    “Oh, you poor thing! So you are afraid of being a beggar. Well, and suppose we do become beggars’? All you will have to do is to stay at home while I go out begging. ... They’ll give to me, never fear! ... We shall have plenty; so you can throw that trouble aside.”


    He suddenly burst out laughing, moving his head about just like a goat; and seizing grandmother round the neck, pressed her to him, looking small and crumpled beside her.


    “Oh, you fool!” he cried. “You blessed fool! ... You are all that I ‘ve got now! ... You don’t worry about anything because you don’t understand. But you must look back a little ... and remember how you and I worked for them ... how I sinned for their sakes ... yet, in spite of all that, now”


    Here I could contain myself no longer; my tears would not be restrained, and I jumped down off the stove and flew to them, sobbing with joy because they were talking to each other in this wonderfully friendly fashion, and because I was sorry for them, and because mother had come, and because they took me to them, tears and all, and embraced me, and hugged me, and wept over me; but grandfather whispered to me:


    “So you are here, you little demon! Well, your mother ‘s come back, and I suppose you will always be with her now. The poor old devil of a grandfather can go, eh”? And grandmother, who has spoiled you so ... she can go to ... eh? Ugh you! . .


    He put us away from him and stood up as he said in a loud, angry tone:


    “They are all leaving us all turning away from us. ... Well, call her in. What are you waiting for? Make haste!”


    Grandmother went out of the kitchen, and he went and stood in the corner, with bowed head.


    “All-merciful God!” he began. “Well ... Thou seest how it is with us!” And he beat his breast with his fist.


    I did not like it when he did this; in fact the way he spoke to God always disgusted me, because he seemed to be vaunting himself before his Maker.


    When mother came in her red dress lighted up the kitchen, and as she sat down by the table, with grandfather and grandmother one on each side of her, her wide sleeves fell against their shoulders. She related something to them quietly and gravely, to which they listened in silence, and without attempting to interrupt her, just as if they were children and she were their mother.


    Worn out by excitement, I fell fast asleep on the couch.


    In the evening the old people went to vespers, dressed in their best. Grandmother gave a merry wink in the direction of grandfather, who was resplendent in the uniform he wore as head of the Guild, with a racoon pelisse over it, and his stomach sticking out importantly; and as she winked she observed to mother:


    “Just look at father! Isn’t he grand. ... As spruce as a little goat.” And mother laughed gaily.


    When I was left alone with her in her room, she sat on the couch, with her feet curled under her, and pointing to the place beside her, she said:


    “Come and sit here. Now, tell me how do you like living here? Not much, eh?”


    How did I like it?


    “I don’t know.”


    “Grandfather beats you, does he?”


    “Not so much now.”


    “Oh? ... Well, now, you tell me all about it ... tell me whatever you like ... well?”


    As I did not want to speak about grandfather, I told her about the kind man who used to live in that room, whom no one liked, and who was turned out by grandfather. I could see that she did not like this story as she said:


    ‘‘Well, and what else?”


    I told her about the three boys, and how the Colonel had driven me out of his yard; and her hold upon me tightened as she listened.


    “What nonsense!” she exclaimed with flashing eyes, and was silent a minute, gazing on the floor.


    “Why was grandfather angry with you?” I asked.


    “Because I have done wrong, according to him.”


    “In not bringing that baby here?”


    She started violently, frowning, and biting her lips; then she burst into a laugh and pressed me more closely to her, as she said:


    “Oh, you little monster! Now, you are to hold your tongue about that, do you hear? Never speak about it forget you ever heard it, in fact.”


    And she spoke to me quietly and sternly for some time; but I did not understand what she said, and presently she stood up and began to pace the room, strumming on her chin with her fingers, and alternately raising and depressing her thick eyebrows.


    A guttering tallow candle was burning on the table, and was reflected in the blank face of the mirror; murky shadows crept along the floor; a lamp burned before the icon in the corner; and the ice-clad windows were silvered by moonlight. Mother looked about her as if she were seeking something on the bare walls or on the ceiling.


    “What time do you go to bed?”


    “Let me stay a little longer.”


    “Besides, you have had some sleep today,” she reminded herself.


    “Do you want to go away?” I asked her.


    “Where to?” she exclaimed, in a surprised tone; and raising my head she gazed for such a long time at my face that tears came into my eyes.


    “What is the matter with you?” she asked.


    “My neck aches.”


    My heart was aching too, for I had suddenly realized that she would not remain in our house, but would go away again.


    “You are getting like your father,” she observed, kicking a mat aside. “Has grandmother told you anything about him?”


    “Yes.”


    “She loved Maxim very much very much indeed; and he loved her”


    “I know.”


    Mother looked at the candle and frowned; then she extinguished it, saying: “That ‘s better!”


    Yes, it made the atmosphere fresher and clearer, and the dark, murky shadows disappeared; bright blue patches of light lay on the floor, and golden crystals shone on the window-panes.


    “But where have you lived all this time?”


    She mentioned several towns, as if she were trying to remember something which she had forgotten long ago; and all the time she moved noiselessly round the room, like a hawk.


    “Where did you get that dress?”


    “I made it myself. I make all my own clothes.”


    I liked to think that she was different from others, but I was sorry that she so rarely spoke; in fact, unless I asked questions, she did not open her mouth.


    Presently she came and sat beside me again on the couch; and there we stayed without speaking, pressing close to each other, until the old people returned, smelling of wax and incense, with a solemn quietness and gentleness in their manner.


    We supped as on holidays, ceremoniously, exchanging very few words, and uttering those as if we were afraid of waking an extremely light sleeper.


    Almost at once my mother energetically undertook the task of giving me Russian lessons. She bought some books, from one of which “Kindred Words” I acquired the art of reading Russian characters in a few days; but then my mother must set me to learn poetry by heart to our mutual vexation.


    The verses ran:


    “Bolshaia doroga, priamaia doroga Prostora ne malo beresh twi ou Boga Tebia ne rovniali topor ee lopata Miagka twi kopitou ee pwiliu bogata.”


    But I read “prostovo” for “prostora,” and “roubili” for “rovniali,” and “kopita” for “kopitou.”


    “Now, think a moment,” said mother. “How could it be ‘prostovo,’ you little wretch? ... Tro sto ra’-; now do you understand?”


    I did understand, but all the same I read “pros-tovo,” to my own astonishment as much as hers.


    She said angrily that I was senseless and obstinate. This made bitter hearing, for I was honestly trying to remember the cursed verses, and I could repeat them in my own mind without a mistake, but directly I tried to say them aloud they went wrong. I loathed the elusive lines, and began to mix the verses up on purpose, putting all the words which sounded alike together anyhow. I was delighted when, under the spell


    I placed upon them, the verses emerged absolutely meaningless.


    But this amusement did not go for long unpunished. One day, after a very successful lesson, when mother asked me if I had learned my poetry, I gabbled almost involuntarily:


    “Doroga, dvouroga, tvorog, nedoroga, Kopwita, popwito, korwito”


    I recollected myself too late. Mother rose to her feet, and resting her hands on the table, asked in very distinct tones:


    “What is that you are saying?”


    “I don’t know,” I replied dully.


    “Oh, you know well enough!”


    “It was just something”


    “Something what?”


    “Something funny.”


    “Go into the corner.”


    “Why?”


    “Go into the corner,” she repeated quietly, but her aspect was threatening.


    “Which corner?”


    Without replying, she gazed so fixedly at my face that I began to feel quite flustered, for I did not understand what she wanted me to do. In one corner, under the icon, stood a small table on which was a vase containing scented dried grass and some flowers; in another stood a covered trunk. The bed occupied the third, and there was no fourth, because the door came close up to the wall.


    “I don’t know what you mean,” I said, despairing of being able to understand her.


    She relaxed slightly, and wiped her forehead and her cheeks in silence; then she asked:


    “Didn’t grandfather put you in the corner?”


    “When?”


    “Never mind when! Has he ever done so?” she cried, striking the table twice with her hand.


    “No at least I don’t remember it.”


    She sighed. “Phew! Come here!”


    I went to her, saying: “Why are you so angry with me?”


    “Because you made a muddle of that poetry on purpose.”


    I explained as well as I was able that I could remember it word for word with my eyes shut, but that if I tried to say it the words seemed to change.


    “Are you sure you are not making that up?”


    I answered that I was quite sure; but on second thoughts I was not so sure, and I suddenly repeated the verses quite correctly, to my own utter astonishment and confusion. I stood before my mother burning with shame; my face seemed to be swelling, my tingling ears to be filled with blood, and unpleasant noises surged through my head. I saw her face through my tears, dark with vexation, as she bit her lips and frowned.


    “What is the meaning of this?” she asked in a voice which did not seem to belong to her. “So you did make it up?”


    “I don’t know. I didn’t mean to!”


    “You are very difficult,” she said, letting her head droop. “Run away!”


    She began to insist on my learning still more poetry, but my memory seemed to grow less capable every day of retaining the smooth, flowing lines, while my insane desire to alter or mutilate the verses grew stronger and more malevolent in proportion. I even substituted different words, by which I somewhat surprised myself, for a whole series of words which had nothing to do with the subject would appear and get mixed up with the correct words out of the book. Very often a whole line of the verse would seem to be obliterated, and no matter how conscientiously I tried, I could not get it back into my mind’s eye. That pathetic poem of Prince Biazemskov (I think it was his) caused me a great deal of trouble:


    ‘At eventide and early morn


    The old man, widow and orphan


    For Christ’s sake ask for help from man.


    But the last line:


    At windows beg, with air forlorn.


    I always rendered correctly. Mother, unable to make anything of me, recounted my exploits to grandfather, who said in an ominous tone:


    “It is all put on! He has a splendid memory. He learned the prayers by heart with me. ... He is making believe, that ‘s all. His memory is good enough. ... Teaching him is like engraving on a piece of stone ... that will show you how good it is! ... You should give him a hiding.”


    Grandmother took me to task too.


    “You can remember stories and songs ... and aren’t songs poetry?”


    All this was true and I felt very guilty, but all the same I no sooner set myself to learn verses than from somewhere or other different words crept in like cockroaches, and formed themselves into lines.


    “We too have beggars at our door, Old men and orphans very poor. They come and whine and ask for food, Which they will sell, though it is good. To Petrovna to feed her cows And then on vodka will carouse.”


    At night, when I lay in bed beside grandmother, I used to repeat to her, till I was weary, all that I had learned out of books, and all that I had composed myself. Sometimes she giggled, but more often she gave me a lecture.


    “There now! You see what you can do. But it is not right to make fun of beggars, God bless them! Christ lived in poverty, and so did all the saints.”


    I murmured:


    “Paupers I hate, Grandfather too. It ‘s sad to relate, Pardon me, God! Grandfather beats me Whenever he can.”


    “What are you talking about? I wish your tongue may drop out!” cried grandmother angrily. “If grandfather could hear what you are saying”


    “He can hear if he likes.”


    “You are very wrong to be so saucy; it only makes your mother angry, and she has troubles enough without you,” said grandmother gravely and kindly.


    “What is the matter with her?’


    “Never mind! You wouldn’t understand.”


    “I know! It is because grandfather”


    “Hold your tongue, I tell you!”


    My lot was a hard one, for I was desperately trying to find a kindred spirit, but as I was anxious that no one should know of this, I took refuge in being saucy and disagreeable. The lessons with my mother became gradually more distasteful and more difficult to me. I easily mastered arithmetic, but I had not the patience to learn to write, and as for grammar, it was quite unintelligible to me.


    But what weighed upon me most of all was the fact, which I both saw and felt, that it was very hard for mother to go on living in grandfather’s house. Her expression became more sullen every day; she seemed to look upon everything with the eyes of a stranger. She used to sit for a long time together at the window overlooking the garden, saying nothing, and all her brilliant coloring seemed to have faded.


    In lesson-time her deep-set eyes seemed to look right through me, at the wall, or at the window, as she asked me questions in a weary voice, and straightway forgot the answers; and she flew into rages with me much oftener which hurt me, for mothers ought to behave better than any one else, as they do in stories.


    Sometimes I said to her:


    “You do not like living with us, do you?”


    “Mind your own business!” she would cry angrily.


    It began to dawn upon me that grandfather was up to something which worried grandmother and mother. He often shut himself up with mother in her room, and there we heard him wailing and squeaking like the wooden pipe of Nikanora, the one-sided shepherd, which always affected me so unpleasantly. Once when one of these conversations was going on, mother shrieked so that every one in the house could hear her:


    “I won’t have it! I won’t!”


    And a door banged and grandfather set up a howl.


    This happened in the evening. Grandmother was sitting at the kitchen table making a shirt for grandfather and whispering to herself. When the door banged, she said, listening intently:


    “O Lord! she has gone up to the lodgers.”


    At this moment grandfather burst into the kitchen, and rushing up to grandmother, gave her a blow on the head, and hissed as he shook his bruised fist at her:


    “Don’t you go chattering about things there ‘s no need to talk about, you old hag!”


    “You are an old fool!” retorted grandmother quietly, as she put her knocked-about hair straight. “Do you think I am going to keep quiet? I’ll tell her everything I know about your plots always.”


    He threw himself upon her and struck at her large head with his fists.


    Making no attempt to defend herself, or to strike him back, she said:


    “Go on! Beat me, you silly fool! ... That’s right! Hit me!”


    I threw cushions and blankets at him from the couch, and the boots which were round the stove, but he was in such a frenzy of rage that he did not heed them. Grandmother fell to the floor and he kicked her head, till he finally stumbled and fell down himself, over-turning a pailful of water. He jumped up spluttering and snorting, glanced wildly round, and rushed away to his own room in the attic.


    Grandmother rose with a sigh, sat down on the bench, and began to straighten her matted hair. I jumped oil the couch, and she said to me in an angry tone:


    “Put these pillows and things in their places. The idea! Fancy throwing pillows at any one! ... And was it any business of yours? As for that old devil, he has gone out of his mind the fool!”


    Then she drew in her breath sharply, wrinkling up her face as she called me to her, and holding her head down said:


    “Look! What is it that hurts me so?”


    I put her heavy hair aside, and saw that a hairpin had been driven deep intc the skin of her head. I pulled it out; but finding another one, my ringers seemed to lose all power of movement and I said: “I think I had better call mother. I am frightened.”


    She waved me aside.


    “What is the matter? ... Call mother indeed! I’ll call you! ... Thank God that she has heard and seen nothing of it! As for you Now then, get out of my way!”


    And with her own flexible lace-worker’s fingers she rummaged in her thick mane, while I plucked up sufficient courage to help her pull out two more thick, bent hairpins.


    “Does it hurt you?’


    “Not much. I’ll heat the bath tomorrow and wash my head. It will be all right then.”


    Then she began persuasively: “Now, my darling, you won’t tell your mother that he beat me, will you? There is enough bad feeling between them without that. So you won’t tell, will you?”


    “No.”


    “Now, don’t you forget! Come, let us put things straight. ... There are no bruises on my face, are there? So that’s all right; we shall be able to keep it quiet.”


    Then she set to work to clean the floor, and I exclaimed, from the bottom of my heart:


    “You are just like a saint ... they torture you, and torture you, and you think nothing of it.”


    “What is that nonsense you are jabbering? Saint? Where did you ever see one?”


    And going on all fours, she kept muttering to herself, while I sat by the side of the stove and thought on ways and means of being revenged on grandfather. It was the first time in my presence that he had beaten grandmother in such a disgusting and terrible manner. His red face and his dishevelled red hair rose before me in the twilight; my heart was boiling over with rage, and I was irritated because I could not think of an adequate punishment.


    But a day or two after this, having been sent up to his attic with something for him, I saw him sitting on the floor before an open trunk, looking through some papers; while on a chair lay his favorite calendar consisting of twelve leaves of thick, gray paper, divided into squares according to the number of days in the month, and in each square was the figure of the saint of the day. Grandfather greatly valued this calendar, and only let me look at it on those rare occasions when he was very pleased with me; and I was conscious of an indefinable feeling as I gazed at the charming little gray figures placed so close together. I knew the lives of some of them too Kirik and Uliti, Barbara, the great martyr, Panteleimon, and many others; but what I liked most was the sad life of Alexei, the man of God, and the beautiful verses about him. Grandmother often repeated them to me feelingly. One might consider hundreds of such people and console oneself with the thought that they were all martyrs.


    But now I made up my mind to tear up the calendar; and when grandfather took a dark blue paper to the window to read it, I snatched up several leaves, and flying downstairs stole the scissors off grandmother’s table, and throwing myself on the couch began to cut off the heads of the saints.


    When I had beheaded one row I began to feel that it was a pity to destroy the calendar, so I decided to just cut out the squares; but before the second row was in pieces grandfather appeared in the doorway and asked:


    “Who gave you permission to take away my calendar?”


    Then seeing the squares of paper scattered over the table he picked them up, one after the other, holding each close to his face, then dropping it and picking up another; his jaw went awry, his beard jumped up and down, and he breathed so hard that the papers flew on to the floor.


    “What have you done?” he shrieked at length, dragging me towards him by the foot.


    I turned head over heels, and grandmother caught me, with grandfather striking her with his fist and screaming:


    “I’ll kill him!”


    At this moment mother appeared, and I took refuge in the corner of the stove, while she, barring his way, caught grandfather’s hands, which were being flourished in her face, and pushed him away as she said:


    “What is the meaning of this unseemly behavior? Recollect yourself.”


    Grandfather threw himself on the bench under the window, howling:


    “You want to kill me. You are all against me every one of you!”


    “Aren’t you ashamed of yourself?” My mother’s voice sounded subdued. “Why all this pretense?”


    Grandfather shrieked, and kicked the bench, with his beard sticking out funnily towards the ceiling and his eyes tightly closed; it seemed to me that he really was ashamed before mother, and that he was really pretending and that was why he kept his eyes shut.


    “I’ll gum all these pieces together on some calico, and they will look even better than before,” said mother, glancing at the cuttings and the leaves. “Look they were crumpled and torn; they had been lying about.”


    She spoke to him just like she used to speak to me in lesson-time when I could not understand something, and he stood up at once, put his shirt and waistcoat straight, in a business-like manner, expectorated and said:


    “Do it today. I will bring you the other leaves at once.”


    He went to the door, but he halted on the threshold and pointed a crooked finger at me:


    “And he will have to be whipped.”


    “That goes without saying,” agreed mother, bending towards me. “Why did you do it?”


    “I did it on purpose. He had better not beat grandmother again, or I’ll cut his beard off.”


    Grandmother, taking off her torn bodice, said, shaking her head reproachfully:


    “Hold your tongue now, as you promised.” And she spat on the floor. “May your tongue swell up if you don’t keep it still!”


    Mother looked at her, and again crossed the kitchen to me.


    “When did he beat her?’


    “Now, Varvara, you ought to be ashamed to ask him about it. Is it any business of yours?” said grandmother angrily.


    Mother went and put her arm round her. “Oh, little mother my dear little mother!”


    “Oh, go away with your little mother’! Get away!”


    They looked at each other in silence. Grandfather could be heard stamping about in the vestibule.


    When she first came home mother had made friends with the merry lady, the soldier’s wife, and almost every evening she went up to the front room of the half-house, where she sometimes found people from


    Betlenga House beautiful ladies, and officers. Grandfather did not like this at all, and one day, as he was sitting in the kitchen, he shook his spoon at her threateningly and muttered:


    “So you are starting your old ways, curse you! We don’t get a chance of sleeping till the morning now.”


    He soon cleared the lodgers out, and when they had gone he brought from somewhere or other two loads of assorted furniture, placed it in the front room, and locked it up with a large padlock.


    “We have no need to take lodgers,” he said. “I am going to entertain on my own account now.”


    And so on Sundays and holidays visitors began to appear. There was grandmother’s sister, Matrena Sergievna, a shrewish laundress with a large nose, in a striped silk dress and with hair dyed gold; and with her came her sons Vassili, a long-haired draughtsman, good-natured and gay, who was dressed entirely in gray; and Victor, in all colors of the rainbow, with a head like a horse, and a narrow face covered with freckles, who, even while he was in the vestibule taking off his goloshes, sang in a squeaky voice just like Petrushka’s: “Andrei-papa! Andrei-papa!” which occasioned me some surprise and alarm.


    Uncle Jaakov used to come too, with his guitar, and accompanied by a bent, bald-headed man a clock-winder, who wore a long, black frock-coat and had a smooth manner; he reminded me of a monk. He used to sit in a corner with his head on one side, and smiling curiously as he tapped his shaven, clefted chin with his ringers. He was dark, and there was something peculiar in the way he stared at us with his one eye; he said very little, and his favorite expression was: “Pray don’t trouble; it doesn’t matter in the least.”


    When I saw him for the first time I suddenly remembered one day long ago, while we were living in New Street, hearing the dull, insistent beating of a drum outside the gate, and seeing a night-cart, surrounded by soldiers and people in black, going from the prison to the square; and seated on a bench in the cart was a man of medium size, with a round cap made of woolen stuff, in chains and upon his breast a black tablet was displayed, on which there were written some words in large white letters. The man hung his head as if he were reading what was written there, and he shook all over and his chains rattled. So when mother said to the winder: “This is my son,” I shrank away from him in terror, and put my hands behind me.


    “Pray don’t trouble!” he said, and his whole mouth seemed to stretch, in a ghastly fashion, as far as his right ear, as he seized me by the belt, drew me to him, turned me round swiftly and lightly, and let me go.


    “He ‘s all right. He ‘s a sturdy little chap.”


    I betook myself to the corner, where there was an armchair upholstered in leather so large that one could lie in it; and grandfather used to brag about it, and call it “Prince Gruzincki’s armchair” and in this I settled myself and looked on, thinking that grown-up people’s ideas of enjoyment were very boring, and that the way the clock-winder’s face kept on changing was very strange, and was not calculated to inspire confidence.


    It was an oily, flexible face, and it seemed to be melting and always softly on the move; if he smiled, his thick lips shifted to his right cheek, and his little nose turned that way too, and looked like a meat pasty on a plate. His great projecting ears moved strangely too, one being lifted every time he raised his eyebrow over his seeing eye, and the other moving in unison with his cheek-bone; and when he sneezed it seemed as if it were as easy to cover his nose with them as with the palm of his hand. Sometimes he sighed, and thrust out his dark tongue, round as a pestle, and licked his thick, moist lips with a circular movement. This did not strike me as being funny, but only as something wonderful, which I could not help looking at.


    They drank tea with rum in it, which smelt like burnt onion tops; they drank liqueurs made by grandmother, some yellow like gold, some black like tar, some green; they ate curds, and buns made of butter, eggs and honey; they perspired, and panted, and lavished praises on grandmother; and when they had finished eating, they settled themselves, looking flushed and puffy, decorously in their chairs, and languidly asked Uncle Jaakov to play.


    He bent over his guitar and struck up a disagreeable, irritating song:


    “Oh, we have been out on the spree,

    The town rang with our voices free,

    And to a lady from Kazan

    We ‘ve told our story, every man.”


    
      
    


    I thought this was a miserable song, and grandmother said:


    “Why don’t you play something else, Jaasha, a real song! Do you remember, Matrena, the sort of songs we used to sing?”


    Spreading out her rustling frock, the laundress reminded her:


    “There ‘s a new fashion in singing now, Matushka.”


    Uncle looked at grandmother, blinking as if she were a long way off, and went on obstinately producing those melancholy sounds and foolish words.


    Grandfather was carrying on a mysterious conversation with the clock-winder, pointing his finger at him; and the latter, raising his eyebrow, looked over to mother’s side of the room and shook his head, and his mobile face assumed a new and indescribable shape.


    Mother always sat between the Sergievnas, and as she talked quietly and gravely to Vassili, she sighed:


    “Ye es! That wants thinking about.”


    And Victor smiled the smile of one who has eaten to satiety, and scraped his feet on the floor; then he suddenly burst shrilly into song:


    “Andrei-papa! Andrei-papa!”


    They all stopped talking in surprise and looked at him; while the laundress explained in a tone of pride:


    “He got that from the theater; they sing it there.”


    There were two or three evenings like this, made memorable by their oppressive dullness, and then the winder appeared in the daytime, one Sunday after High Mass. I was sitting with mother in her room helping her to mend a piece of torn beaded embroidery, when the door flew open unexpectedly and grandmother rushed into the room with a frightened face, saying in a loud whisper: “Varia, he has come!” and disappeared immediately.


    Mother did not stir, not an eyelash quivered; but the door was soon opened again, and there stood grandfather on the threshold.


    “Dress yourself, Varvara, and come along!”


    She sat still, and without looking at him said:


    “Come where?”


    “Come along, for God’s sake! Don’t begin arguing.


    He is a good, peaceable man, in a good position, and he will make a good father for Lexei.”


    He spoke in an unusually important manner, stroking his sides with the palms of his hands the while; but his elbows trembled, as they were bent backwards, exactly as if his hands wanted to be stretched out in front of him, and he had a struggle to keep them back.


    Mother interrupted him calmly.


    “I tell you that it can’t be done.”


    Grandfather stepped up to her, stretching out his hands just as if he were blind, and bending over her, bristling with rage, he said, with a rattle in his throat:


    “Come along, or I’ll drag you to him by the hair.”


    “You’ll drag me to him, will you?” asked mother, standing up. She turned pale and her eyes were painfully drawn together as she began rapidly to take off her bodice and skirt, and finally, wearing nothing but her chemise, went up to grandfather and said:


    “Now, drag me to him.”


    He ground his teeth together and shook his fist in her face:


    “Varvara! Dress yourself at once!”


    Mother pushed him aside with her hand, and took hold of the door handle.


    “Well? Come along!”


    “Curse you!” whispered grandfather.


    “I am not afraid come along!”


    She opened the door, but grandfather seized her by her chemise and fell on his knees, whispering:


    “Varvara! You devil! You will ruin us. Have you no shame?”


    And he wailed softly and plaintively:


    “Mo ther! Mo ther!”


    Grandmother was already barring mother’s way; waving her hands in her face as if she were a hen, she now drove her away from the door, muttering through her closed teeth:


    “Varka! You fool! What are you doing? Go away, you shameless hussy!”


    She pushed her into the room and secured the door with the hook; and then she bent over grandfather, helping him up with one hand and threatening him with the other.


    “Ugh! You old devil!”


    She sat him on the couch, and he went down all of a heap, like a rag doll, with his mouth open and his head waggling.


    “Dress yourself at once, you!” cried grandmother to mother.


    Picking her dress up from the floor, mother said:


    “But I am not going to him do you hear?”


    Grandmother pushed me away from the couch.


    “Go and fetch a basin of water. Make haste!”


    She spoke in a low voice, which was almost a whisper, and with a calm, assured manner.


    I ran into the vestibule. I could hear the heavy tread of measured footsteps in the front room of the half — house, and mother’s voice came after me from her room:


    “I shall leave this place tomorrow!”


    I went into the kitchen and sat down by the window as if I were in a dream.


    Grandfather groaned and shrieked; grandmother muttered; then there was the sound of a door being banged, and all was silent oppressively so.


    Remembering what I had been sent for, I scooped up some water in a brass basin and went into the vestibule. From the front room came the clock-winder with his head bent; he was smoothing his fur cap with his hand, and quacking. Grandmother with her hands folded over her stomach was bowing to his back, and saying softly:


    “You know what it is yourself you can’t be forced to be nice to people.”


    He halted on the threshold, and then stepped into the yard; and grandmother, trembling all over, crossed herself and did not seem to know whether she wanted to laugh or cry.


    “What is the matter?” I asked, running to her.


    She snatched the basin from me, splashing the water over my legs, and cried:


    “So this is where you come for water. Bolt the door!” And she went back into mother’s room; and I went into the kitchen again and listened to them sighing and groaning and muttering, just as if they were moving a load, which was too heavy for them, from one place to another.


    It was a brilliant day. Through the ice-covered window-panes peeped the slanting beams of the winter sun; on the table, which was laid for dinner, was the pewter dinner-service; a goblet containing red kvass, and another with some dark-green vodka made by grandfather from betony and St. John’s wort, gleamed dully. Through the thawed places on the window could be seen the snow on the roofs, dazzlingly bright and sparkling like silver on the posts of the fence. Hanging against the window-frame in cages, my birds played in the sunshine: the tame siskins chirped gaily, the robins uttered their sharp, shrill twitter, and the goldfinch took a bath.


    But this radiant, silver day, in which every sound was clear and distinct, brought no joy with it, for it seemed out of place everything seemed out of place. I was seized with a desire to set the birds free, and was about to take down the cages when grandmother rushed in, clapping her hands to her sides, and flew to the stove, calling herself names.


    “Curse you! Bad luck to you for an old fool, Akulina!”


    She drew a pie out of the oven, touched the crust with her finger, and spat on the floor out of sheer exasperation.


    “There you are absolutely dried up! It is your own fault that it is burnt. Uch! Devil! A plague upon all your doings! Why don’t you keep your eyes open, owl”? ... You are as unlucky as bad money!”


    And she cried, and blew on the pie, and turned it over, first on this side, then on that, tapping the dry crust with her fingers, upon which her large tears splashed forlornly.


    When grandfather and mother came into the kitchen she banged the pie on the table so hard that all the plates jumped.


    “Look at that! That ‘s your doing ... there’s no crust for you, top or bottom!”


    Mother, looking quite happy and peaceful, kissed her, and told her not to get angry about it; while grandfather, looking utterly crushed and weary, sat down to table and unfolded his serviette, blinking, with the sun in his eyes, and muttered:


    “That will do. It doesn’t matter. We have eaten plenty of pies that were not spoilt. When the Lord buys He pays for a year in minutes ... and allows no interest. Sit down, do, Varia! ... and have done with it.”


    He behaved just as if he had gone out of his mind, and talked all dinner-time about God, and about ungodly Ahab, and said what a hard lot a father’s was, until grandmother interrupted him by saying angrily:


    “You eat your dinner ... that ‘s the best thing you can do!”


    Mother joked all the time, and her clear eyes sparkled.


    “So you were frightened just now?” she asked, giving me a push.


    No, I had not been so frightened then, but now I felt uneasy and bewildered. As the meal dragged out to the weary length which was usual on Sundays and holidays, it seemed to me that these could not be the same people who, only half an hour ago, were shouting at each other, on the verge of fighting, and bursting out into tears and sobs. I could not believe, that is to say, that they were in earnest now, and that they were not ready to weep all the time. But those tears and cries, and the scenes which they inflicted upon one another, happened so often, and died away so quickly, that I began to get used to them, and they gradually ceased to excite me or to cause me heartache.


    Much later I realized that Russian people, because of the poverty and squalor of their lives, love to amuse themselves with sorrow to play with it like children, and are seldom ashamed of being unhappy.


    Amidst their endless week-days, grief makes a holiday, and a fire is an amusement a scratch is an ornament to an empty face.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    Chapter XI


    
      
    


    AFTER this incident mother suddenly asserted herself, made a firm stand, and was soon mistress of the house, while grandfather, grown thoughtful and quiet, and quite unlike himself, became a person of no account.


    He hardly ever went out of the house, but sat all day up in the attic reading, by stealth, a book called “The Writings of My Father.” He kept this book in a trunk under lock and key, and one day I saw him wash his hands before he took it out. It was a dumpy, fat book bound in red leather; on the dark blue title page a figured inscription in different colored inks flaunted itself: “To worthy Vassili Kashmirin, in gratitude, and sincere remembrance”; and underneath were written some strange surnames, while the frontispiece depicted a bird on the wing.


    Carefully opening the heavy binding, grandfather used to put on his silver-rimmed spectacles, and gazing at the book, move his nose up and down for a long time, in order to get his spectacles at the right angle.


    I asked him more than once what book it was that he was reading, but he only answered in an impressive tone:


    “Never mind. ... Wait a bit, and when I die it will come to you. I will leave you my racoon pelisse too.”


    He began to speak to mother more gently, but less often; listening attentively to her speeches with his eyes glittering like Uncle Peter’s, and waving her aside as he muttered:


    “There! that ‘s enough. Do what you like . . .”


    In that trunk of his lay many wonderful articles of attire skirts of silken material, padded satin jackets, sleeveless silk gowns, cloth of woven silver and head-bands sewn with pearls, brightly colored lengths of material and handkerchiefs, with necklaces of colored stones. He took them all, panting as he went, to mother’s room and laid them about on the chairs and tables clothes were mother’s delight and he said to her:


    “In our young days dress was more beautiful and much richer than it is now. Dress was richer, and people seemed to get on better together. But these times are past and cannot be called back ... well, here you are; take them, and dress yourself up.”


    One day mother went to her room for a short time, and when she reappeared she was dressed in a dark blue sleeveless robe, embroidered with gold, with a pearl head-band; and making a low obeisance to grandfather, she asked:


    “Well, how does this suit you, my lord Father?” Grandfather murmured something, and brightening wonderfully, walked round her, holding up his hands, and said indistinctly, just as if he were talking in his sleep:


    “Ech! Varvara! ... if you had plenty of money you would have the best people round you ...!”


    Mother lived now in two front rooms in the half-house, and had a great many visitors, the most frequent being the brothers Maximov: Peter, a well-set-up, handsome officer with a large, light beard and blue eyes the very one before whom grandfather thrashed me for spitting on the old gentleman’s head; and Eugen, also tall and thin, with a pale face and a small, pointed beard. His large eyes were like plums, and he was dressed in a green coat with gold buttons and gold letters on his narrow shoulders. He often tossed his head lightly, throwing his long, wavy hair back from his high, smooth forehead, and smiled indulgently; and whenever he told some story in his husky voice, he invariably began his speech with these insinuating words: “Shall I tell you how it appears to me?” Mother used to listen to him with twinkling eyes, and frequently interrupted him laughingly with: “You are a baby, Eugen Vassilovitch forgive me for saying so!”


    And the officer, slapping his broad palms on his knees, would cry:


    “A queer sort of baby!”


    The Christmas holidays were spent in noisy gaiety, and almost every evening people came to see mother in full dress; or she put on gala dress better than any of them wore and went out with her guests.


    Every time she left the house, in company with her gaily attired guests, it seemed to sink into the earth, and a terrifying silence seemed to creep into every corner of it. Grandmother flapped about the room like an old goose, putting everything straight. Grandfather stood with his back against the warm tiles of the stove, and talked to himself.


    “Well ... that will do ... very good! ... We’ll have a look and see what family . . .”


    After the Christmas holidays mother sent Sascha, Uncle Michael’s son, and me to school. Sascha’s father had married again, and from the very first the stepmother had taken a dislike to her stepson, and had begun to beat him; so at grandmother’s entreaty, grandfather had taken Sascha to live in his house. We went to school for a month, and all I learned, as far as I remember, was that when I was asked “What . is your surname?” I must not reply “Pyeshkov” simply, but “My surname is Pyeshkov.” And also that I must not say to the teacher: “Don’t shout at me, my dear fellow, I am not afraid of you!”


    At first I did not like school, but my cousin was very pleased with it in the beginning, and easily made friends for himself; but once he fell asleep during a lesson, and suddenly called out in his sleep:


    “I wo on’t!”


    He awoke with a start and ran out of the class-room without ceremony. He was mercilessly laughed at for this; and the next day, when we were in the passage by Cyenvi Square, on our way to school, he came to a halt saying:


    “You go on ... I am not coming ... I would rather go for a walk.”


    He squatted on his heels, carelessly dug his bundle of books into the snow, and went off. It was a clear January day, and the silver rays of the sun fell all round me. I envied my cousin very much, but, hardening my heart, I went on to school. I did not want to grieve my mother. The books which Sascha buried disappeared, of course, so he had a valid reason for not going to school the next day; but on the third day his conduct was brought to grandfather’s notice. We were called up for judgment; in the kitchen grandfather, grandmother, and mother sat at the table and cross-examined us and I shall never forget how comically Sascha answered grandfather’s questions.


    “Why didn’t you go to school?”


    “I forgot where it was.”


    “Forgot?”


    “Yes. I looked and looked”


    “But you went with Alexei; he remembered where it was.”


    “And I lost him.”


    “Lost Lexei?”


    “Yes.”


    “How did that happen?”


    Sascha reflected a moment, and then said, drawing in his breath:


    “There was a snowstorm, and you couldn’t see anything.”


    They all smiled and the atmosphere began to clear; even Sascha smiled cautiously. But grandfather said maliciously, showing his teeth:


    “But you could have caught hold of his arm or his belt, couldn’t you?”


    “I did catch hold of them, but the wind tore them away,” explained Sascha.


    He spoke in a lazy, despondent tone, and I listened uncomfortably to this unnecessary, clumsy lie, amazed at his obstinacy.


    We were thrashed, and a former fireman, an old man with a broken arm, was engaged to take us to school, and to watch that Sascha did not turn aside from the road of learning. But it was no use. The next day, as soon as my cousin reached the causeway, he stooped suddenly, and pulling off one of his high boots threw it a long way from him; then he took off the other and threw it in the opposite direction, and in his stockinged feet ran across the square. The old man, breathing hard, picked up the boots, and thereupon, terribly flustered, took me home.


    All that day grandfather, grandmother, and my mother searched the town for the runaway, and it was evening before they found him in the bar at Tchirkov’s Tavern, entertaining the public by his dancing. They took him home, and actually did not beat the shaking, stubborn, silent lad; but as he lay beside me in the loft, with his legs up and the soles of his feet scraping against the ceiling, he said softly:


    “My stepmother does not love me, nor my father. Grandfather does not love me either; why should I live with them? So I shall ask grandmother to tell me where the robbers live, and I shall run away to them ... then you will understand, all of you. ... Why shouldn’t we run away together?”


    I could not run away with him, for in those days I had a work before me I had resolved to be an officer with a large, light beard, and for that study was indispensable. When I told my cousin of my plan, he agreed with me, on reflection.


    “That ‘s a good idea too. By the time you are an officer I shall be a robber-chief, and you will have to capture me, and one of us will have to kill the other, or take him prisoner. I shan’t kill you.”


    “Nor I you.”


    On that point we were agreed.


    Then grandmother came in, and climbing on to the stove, glanced up at us and said:


    “Well, little mice? E ekh! Poor orphans! ... Poor little mites!”


    Having pitied us, she began to abuse Sascha’s step-mother fat Aunt Nadejda, daughter of the inn-keeper, going on to abuse stepmothers in general, and, apropos, told us the story of the wise hermit lona, and how when he was but a lad he was judged, with his step-mother, by an act of God. His father was a fisherman of the White Lake:


    “By his young wife his ruin was wrought,

    A potent liquor to him she brought,

    Made of herbs which bring sleep.


    
      
    


    She laid him, slumbering, in a bark

    Of oak, like a grave, so close and dark,

    And plied the maple oars.

    In the lake’s center she dug a hole,

    For there she had planned, in that dark pool,


    
      
    


    To hide her vile witch deed.

    Bent double she rocked from side to side,

    And the frail craft o’erturned that witch bride!


    
      
    


    And her husband sank deep.

    And the witch swam quickly to the shore

    And fell to the earth with wailings sore,


    
      
    


    And womanly laments.

    The good folk all, believing her tale,

    Wept with the disconsolate female,


    
      
    


    And in bitterness cried:

    ‘Oi! As wife thy life was all too brief!

    O’erwhelmed art thou by wifely grief;


    
      
    


    But life is God’s affair.

    Death too He sends when it doth please Him.’

    Stepson lonushka alone looked grim,


    
      
    


    Her tears not believing.

    With his little hand upon his heart

    He swiftly at her these words did dart:


    
      
    


    ‘Oi! Fateful stepmother!

    Oi! Artful night-bird, born to deceive!

    Those tears of yours I do not believe!


    
      
    


    It is joy you feel not pain.

    But we’ll ask our Lord, my charge to prove,

    And the aid of all the saints above.


    
      
    


    Let some one take a knife,

    And throw it up to the cloudless sky;

    Blameless you, to me the knife will fly.


    
      
    


    If I am right, you die!’

    The stepmother turned her baleful gaze

    On him, and with hate her eyes did blaze


    
      
    


    As she rose to her feet.

    And with vigor replied to the attack

    Of her stepson, nor words did she lack.


    
      
    


    ‘Oh! creature without sense!

    Abortion you! fit for rubbish heap!

    By this invention, what do you reap?


    
      
    


    Answer you cannot give!’

    The good folk looked on, but nothing said;

    Of this dark business they were afraid.


    
      
    


    Sad and pensive they stood;

    Then amongst themselves they held a debate,

    And a fisherman old and sedate


    
      
    


    Bowing, advanced and said:

    ‘In my right hand, good people, give me

    A steel knife, which I will throw, and ye


    
      
    


    Shall see on whom it falls.’

    A knife to his hand was their reply.

    High above his gray head, to the sky,


    
      
    


    The sharp blade he did fling.

    Like a bird, up in the air it went;

    Vainly they waited for its descent,


    
      
    


    The crystal height scanning.


    Their hats they doffed, and closer pressed they stood,

    Silent; yea, Night herself seemed to brood;


    
      
    


    But the knife did not fall.

    The ruby dawn rose over the lake,

    The stepmother, flushed, did courage take


    
      
    


    And scornfully did smile.

    When like a swallow the knife did dart

    To earth, and fixed itself in her heart.


    
      
    


    Down on their knees the people did fall

    Praising God Who is Ruler of All:


    
      
    


    ‘Thou are just, O God!’

    lona, the fisherman, did take,

    And of him a hermit did make.


    
      
    


    Far away by the bright River Kerjentza

    In a cell almost invisible from the town Kite j a.”


    
      
    


    In the year ‘90 in the village of Kolinpanovka, in the Government of Tambov, and the district Borisoglebsk, I heard another version of this legend, in which the knife kills the stepson who ha’s calumniated his stepmother.


    The next day I woke up covered with red spots, and this was the beginning of smallpox.


    They put me up in the back attic, and there I lay for a long time, blind, with my hands and feet tightly bandaged, living through horrible nightmares, in one of which I nearly died. No one but grandmother came near me, and she fed me with a spoon as if I were a baby, and told me stories, a fresh one every time, from her endless store.


    One evening, when I was convalescent, and lay without bandages, except for my hands, which were tied up to prevent me from scratching my face, grandmother, for some reason or ‘other, had not come at her usual time, which alarmed me; and all of a sudden I saw her. She was lying outside the door on the dusty floor of the attic, face downwards, with her arms outspread, and her neck half sawed through, like Uncle Peter’s; while from the corner, out of the dusty twilight, there moved slowly towards her a great cat, with its green eyes greedily open. I sprang out of bed, bruising my legs and shoulders against the window-frame, and jumped down into the yard into a snowdrift. It happened to be an evening when mother had visitors, so no one heard the smashing of the glass, or the breaking of the window-frame, and I had to lie in the snow for some time. I had broken no bones, but I had dislocated my shoulder and cut myself very much with the broken glass, and I had lost the use of my legs, and for three months I lay utterly unable to move. I lay still and listened, and thought how noisy the house had become, how often they banged the doors downstairs, and what a lot of people seemed to be coming and going.


    Heavy snowstorms swept over the roof; the wind came and went resoundingly outside the door, sang a funereal song down the chimney, and set the dampers rattling; by day the rooks cawed, and in the quiet night the doleful howling of wolves reached my ears such was the music under whose influence my heart developed. Later on shy spring peeped into the window with the radiant eyes of the March sun, timidly and gently at first, but growing bolder and warmer every day; she-cats sang and howled on the roof and in the loft; the rustle of spring penetrated the very walls the crystal icicles broke, the half-thawed snow fell off the stable-roof, and the bells began to give forth a sound less clear than they gave in winter. When grandmother came near me her words were more often impregnated with the odor of vodka, which grew stronger every day, until at length she began to bring a large white teapot with her and hide it under my bed, saying with a wink:


    “Don’t you say anything to that grandfather of ours, will you, darling?”


    “Why do you drink?”


    “Never mind! When you are grown-up you’ll know.”


    She pulled at the spout of the teapot, wiped her lips with her sleeve, and smiled sweetly as she asked:


    “Well, my little gentleman, what do you want me to tell you about this evening?”


    “About my father.”


    “Where shall I begin?”


    I reminded her, and her speech flowed on like a melodious stream for a long time.


    She had begun to tell me about my father of her own accord one day when she had come to me, nervous, sad, and tired, saying:


    “I have had a dream about your father. I thought I saw him coming across the fields, whistling, and followed by a piebald dog with its tongue hanging out. For some reason I have begun to dream about Maxim Savatyevitch very often ... it must mean that his soul is not at rest ...”


    For several evenings in succession she told me my father’s history, which was interesting, as all her stories were.


    My father was the son of a soldier who had worked his way up to be an officer and was banished to Siberia for cruelty to his subordinates; and there somewhere in Siberia my father was born. He had an unhappy life, and at a very early age he used to run away from home. Once grandfather set the dogs to track him down in the forest, as if he were a hare; another time, having caught him, he beat him so unmercifully that the neighbors took the child away and hid him.


    “Do they always beat children?” I asked, and grandmother answered quietly:


    “Always.”


    My father’s mother died early, and when he was nine years old grandfather also died, and he was taken by a cross-maker, who entered him on the Guild of the town of Perm and began to teach him his trade; but my father ran away from him, and earned his living by leading blind people to the fairs. When he was sixteen he came to Nijni and obtained work with a joiner who was a contractor for the Kolchin steamboats. By the time he was twenty he was a skilled carpenter, upholsterer and decorator. The workshop in which he was employed was next door to grandfather’s house in Kovalikh Street.


    “The fences were not high, and certain people were not backward,” said grandmother, laughing. “So one day, when Varia and I were picking raspberries in the garden, who should get over the fence but your father! ... I was frightened, foolishly enough; but there he went amongst the apple trees, a fine-looking fellow, in a white shirt, and plush breeches ... bare-footed and hatless, with long hair bound with leather bands. That ‘s the way he came courting. When I saw him for the first time through the window, I said to myself: ‘That’s a nice lad!’ So when he came close to me now I asked him:


    “‘Why do you come out of your way like this, young man?’


    “And he fell on his knees. ‘Akulina, he says, Tvanovna! ... because my whole heart is here ... with Varia. Help us, for God’s sake! We want to get married.’


    “At this I was stupefied and my tongue refused to speak. I looked, and there was your mother, the rogue, hiding behind an apple tree, all red as red as the raspberries and making signs to him; but there were tears in her eyes.


    “‘Oh, you rogues!’ I cried. ‘How have you managed all this? Are you in your senses, Varvara? And you, young man,’ I said, ‘think what you are doing! Do you intend to get your way by force?’


    “At that time grandfather was rich, for he had not given his children their portions, and he had four houses of his own, and money, and he was ambitious; not long before that they had given him a laced hat and a uniform because he had been head of the Guild for nine years without a break and he was proud in those days. I said to them what it was my duty to say, but all the time I trembled for fear and felt very sorry for them too; they had both become so gloomy. Then said your father:


    “‘I know quite well that Vassili Vassilitch will not consent to give Varia to me, so I shall steal her; only you must help us.’


    “So I was to help them. I could not help laughing at him, but he would not be turned from his purpose. ‘You may stone me or you may help me, it is all the same to me I shall not give in,’ he said.


    “Then Varvara went to him, laid her hand on his shoulder, and said: ‘We have been talking of getting married a long time we ought to have been married in May.’


    “How I started! Good Lord!”


    Grandmother began to laugh, and her whole body shook; then she took a pinch of snuff, dried her eyes and said, sighing comfortably:


    “You can’t understand that yet ... you don’t know what marrying means ... but this you can understand that for a girl to give birth to a child before she is married is a dreadful calamity. Remember that, and when you are grown-up never tempt a girl in that way; it would be a great sin on your part the girl would be disgraced, and the child illegitimate. See that you don’t forget that! You must be kind to women, and love them for their own sakes, and not for the sake of self-indulgence. This is good advice I am giving you.”


    She fell into a reverie, rocking herself in her chair; then, shaking herself, she began again:


    “Well, what was to be done? I hit Maxim on the forehead, and pulled Varia’s plait; but he said reasonably enough: ‘Quarreling won’t put things right.’ And she said: ‘Let us think what is the best thing to do first, and have a row afterwards.’


    “‘Have you any money?’ I asked him.


    “‘I had some,’ he replied, ‘but I bought Varia a ring with it.’


    “‘How much did you have then?’


    “‘Oh,’ says he, ‘about a hundred roubles.’


    “Now at that time money was scarce and things were dear, and I looked at the two your mother and father and I said to myself: ‘What children! ... What young. fools!’


    “‘I hid the ring under the floor,’ said your mother, ‘so that you should not see it. We can sell it.’


    “Such children they were both of them! However, we discussed the ways and means for them to be married in a week’s time, and I promised to arrange the matter with the priest. But I felt very uncomfortable myself, and my heart went pit-a-pat, because I was so frightened of grandfather; and Varia was frightened too, painfully so. Well, we arranged it all!


    “But your father had an enemy a certain workman, an evil-minded man who had guessed what was going on long ago, and now watched our movements. Well, I arrayed my only daughter in the best things I could get, and took her out to the gate, where there was a troika waiting. She got into it, Maxim whistled, and away they drove. I was going back to the house, in tears, when I ran across this man, who said in a cringing tone:


    “‘I have a good heart, and I shall not interfere with the workings of Fate; only, Akulina Ivanovna, you must give me fifty roubles for keeping quiet.’


    “But I had no money; I did not like it, nor care to save it, and so I told him, like a fool:


    “‘I have no money, so I can’t give you any.’


    “‘Well,’ he said, ‘you can promise it to me.’


    “‘How can I do that? Where am I to get it from after I have promised?’


    “‘Is it so difficult to steal from a rich husband?’ he says.


    “‘If I had not been a fool I should have temporized with him; but I spat full in his ugly mug, and went into the house. And he rushed into the yard and raised a hue and cry.”


    Closing her eyes, she said, smiling:


    “Even now I have a lively remembrance of that daring deed of mine. Grandfather roared like a wild beast, and wanted to know if they were making fun of him. As it happened, he had been taking stock of Varia lately, and boasting about her: ‘I shall marry her to a nobleman a gentleman!’ Here was a pretty nobleman for him! here was a pretty gentleman! But the Holy Mother of God knows better than we do what persons ought to be drawn together.


    “Grandfather tore about the yard as if he were on fire, calling Jaakov and Michael and even at the suggestion of that wicked workman Klima, the coachman too. I saw him take a leathern strap with a weight tied on the end of it, and Michael seized his gun. We had good horses then, full of spirit, and the carriage was light. ‘Ah well!’ I thought, ‘they are sure to overtake them.’ But here Varia’s Guardian Angel suggested something to me. I took a knife and cut the ropes belonging to the shafts. ‘There! they will break down on the road now.’ And so they did. The shafts came unfastened on the way, and nearly killed grandfather and Michael and Klima too, besides delaying them; and by the time they had repaired it, and dashed up to the church, Varia and Maxim were standing in the church porch married thank God!


    “Then our people started a fight with Maxim; but he was in very good condition and he was rare and strong. He threw Michael away from the porch and broke his arm. Klima also was injured; and grandfather and Jaakov and that workman were all frightened!


    “Even in his rage he did not lose his presence of mind, but he said to grandfather:


    “‘You can throw away that strap. Don’t wave it about over me, for I am a man of peace, and what I have taken is only what God gave me, and no man shall take from me ... and that is all I have to say to you.’


    “They gave it up then, and grandfather returned to the carriage crying:


    “‘It is good-by now, Varvara! You are no daughter of mine, and I never wish to see you again, either alive or dead of hunger.’


    “When he came ‘home he beat me, and he scolded me; but all I did was to groan and hold my tongue.


    “Everything passes away, and what is to be will be. After this he said to me:


    “‘Now, look here, Akulina, you have no daughter now. Remember that.’


    “But I only said to myself:


    “‘Tell more lies, sandy-haired, spiteful man say that ice is warm!’’


    I listened attentively, greedily. Some part of her story surprised me, for grandfather had given quite a different account of mother’s wedding; he said that he had been against the marriage and had forbidden mother to his house after it, but the wedding had not been secret, and he had been present in the church. I did not like to ask grandmother which of them spoke the truth, because her story was the more beautiful of the two, and I liked it best.


    When she was telling a story she rocked from side to side all the time, just as if she were in a boat. If she was relating something sad or terrible, she rocked more violently, and stretched out her hands as if she were pushing away something in the air; she often covered her eyes, while a sightless, kind smile hid itself in her wrinkled cheek, but her thick eyebrows hardly moved. Sometimes this uncritical friendliness of hers to everybody touched my heart, and sometimes I wished that she would use strong language and assert herself more.


    “At first, for two weeks, I did not know where


    Varvara and Maxim were; then a little barefooted boy was sent to tell me. I went to see them on a Saturday I was supposed to be going to vespers, but I went to them instead. They lived a long way off, on the Suetinsk Slope, in the wing of a house overlooking a yard belonging to some works a dusty, dirty, noisy place; but they did not mind it they were like two cats, quite happy, purring, and even playing together. I took them what I could tea, sugar, cereals of various kinds, jam, flour, dried mushrooms, and a small sum of money which I had got from grandfather on the quiet. You are allowed to steal, you know, when it is not for yourself.


    “But your father would not take anything. ‘What! Are we beggars’?’ he says.


    “And Varvara played the same tune. ‘Ach! ... What is this for, Mamasha’?’


    “I gave them a lecture. ‘You young fools!’ I said. ‘Who am I, I should like to know? ... I am the mother God gave you ... and you, silly, are my own flesh and blood. Are you going to offend me? Don’t you know that when you offend your mother on earth, the Mother of God in Heaven weeps bitterly?’


    “Then Maxim seized me in his arms and carried me round the room ... he actually danced he was strong, the bear! And Varvara there, the hussy, was as proud as a peacock of her husband, and kept looking at him as if he were a new doll, and talked about house-keeping with such an air you would have thought she was an old hand at it! It was comical to listen to her. And she gave us cheese-cakes for tea which would have broken the teeth of a wolf, and curds all sprinkled with dust.


    “Things went on like this for a long time, and your birth was drawing near, but still grandfather never said a word he is obstinate, our old man! I went to see them on the quiet, and he knew it; but he pretended not to. It was forbidden to any one in the house to speak of Varia, so she was never mentioned. I said nothing about her either, but I knew that a father’s heart could not be dumb for long. And at last the critical moment arrived. It was night; there was a snowstorm raging, and it sounded as if bears were throwing themselves against the window. The wind howled down the chimneys; all the devils were let loose. Grandfather and I were in bed but we could not sleep.


    “‘It is bad for the poor on such a night as this,’ I remarked; ‘but it is worse for those whose minds are not at rest.’


    “Then grandfather suddenly asked:


    “‘How are they getting on? All right?’


    “‘Who are you talking about?’ I asked. ‘About our daughter Varvara and our son-in-law Maxim?’


    “‘How did you guess who I meant?’


    “‘That will do, Father,’ I said. ‘Suppose you leave off playing the fool”? What pleasure is to be got out of it?


    “He drew in his breath. ‘Ach, you devil!’ he said. ‘You gray devil!’


    “Later on he said: ‘They say he is a great fool’ (he was speaking of your father). ‘Is it true that he is a fool?’


    “‘A fool,’ I said, ‘is a person who won’t work, and hangs round other people’s necks. You look at Jaakov and Michael, for instance; don’t they live like fools? Who is the worker in this house? Who earns the money? You! And are they much use as assistants?’


    “Then he fell to scolding me I was a fool, an abject creature and a bawd, and I don’t know what else. I held my tongue.


    “‘How can you allow yourself to be taken in by a man like that, when no one knows where he came from or what he is?’


    “I kept quiet until he was tired, and then I said:


    “‘You ought to go and see how they are living. They are getting along all right.’


    “‘That would be doing them too much honor,’ he said. ‘Let them come here.’


    “At this I cried for joy, and he loosened my hair (he loved to play with my hair) and muttered:


    “‘Don’t upset yourself, stupid. Do you think I have not got a heart?’


    “He used to be very good, you know, our grandfather, before he got an idea into his head that he was cleverer than any one else, and then he became spiteful and stupid.


    “Well, so they came, your father and mother, one Saint’s Day both of them large and sleek and neat; and Maxim stood in front of grandfather, who laid a hand on his shoulder he stood there and he said:


    “‘Don’t think, Vassili Vassilitch, that I have come to you for a dowry; I have come to do honor to my wife’s father.’


    “Grandfather was very pleased at this, and burst out laughing. ‘Ach! you fighter!’ he said. ‘You robber! Well,’ he said, ‘we’ll be indulgent for once. Come and live with me.’


    “Maxim wrinkled his forehead. ‘That must be as Varia wishes,’ he said. ‘It is all the same to me.’


    “And then it began. They were at each other tooth and nail all the time; they could not get on together anyhow. I used to wink at your father and kick him under the table, but it was no use; he would stick to his own opinion. He had very fine eyes, very bright and clear, and his brows were dark, and when he drew them together his eyes were almost hidden, and his face became stony and stubborn. He would not listen to any one but me. I loved him, if possible, more than my own children, and he knew this and loved me too. Sometimes he would hug me, and catch me up in his arms, and drag me round the room, saying: ‘You are my real mother, like the earth. I love you more than I love Varvara.’ And your mother (when she was happy she was very saucy) would fly at him and cry: ‘How dare you say such a thing, you rascal?’ And the three of us would romp together. Ah! we were happy then, my dear. He used to dance wonderfully well too and such beautiful songs he knew. He picked them up from the blind people; and there are no better singers than the blind.


    “Well, they settled themselves in the outbuilding in the garden, and there you were born on the stroke of noon. Your father came home to dinner, and you were there to greet him. He was so delighted that he was almost beside himself, and nearly tired your mother out; as if he did not realize, the stupid creature, what an ordeal it is to bring a child into the world. He put me on his shoulder and carried me right across the yard to grandfather to tell him the news that another grandson had appeared on the scene. Even grandfather laughed: ‘What a demon you are, Maxim!’ he said.


    “But your uncles did not like him. He did not drink wine, he was bold in his speech, and clever in all kinds of tricks for which he was bitterly paid out. One day, for instance, during the great Fast, the wind sprang up, and all at once a terrible howling resounded through the house. We were all stupefied. What did it mean? Grandfather himself was terrified, ordered lamps to be lit all over the house, and ran about, shouting at the top of his voice: ‘We must offer up prayers together!’


    “And suddenly it stopped which frightened us still more. Then Uncle Jaakov guessed. ‘This is Maxim’s doing, I am sure!’ he said. And afterwards Maxim himself confessed that he had put bottles and glasses of various kinds in the dormer-window, and the wind blowing down the necks of the vessels produced the sounds, all by itself. ‘These jokes will land you in Siberia again if you don’t take care, Maxim,’ said grandfather menacingly.


    “One year there was a very hard frost and wolves began to come into the towns from the fields; they killed the dogs, frightened the horses, ate up tipsy watchmen, and caused a great panic. But your father took his gun, put on his snow-shoes, and tracked down two wolves. He skinned them, cleaned out their heads, and put in glass eyes made quite a good job of it, in fact. Well, Uncle Michael went into the vestibule for something, and came running back at once, with his hair on end, his eyes rolling, gasping for breath, and unable to speak. At length he whispered: ‘Wolf!’ Every one seized anything which came to hand in the shape of a weapon, and rushed into the vestibule with lights; they looked and saw a wolf’s head sticking out from behind a raised platform. They beat him, they fired at him and what do you think he was? They looked closer, and saw that it was nothing but a skin and an empty head, and its front feet were nailed to the platform. This time grandfather was really very angry with Maxim.


    “And then Jaakov must begin to join in these pranks. Maxim cut a head out of cardboard, and made a nose, eyes, and a mouth on it, glued tow on it to represent hair, and then went out into the street with Jaakov, and thrust that dreadful face in at the windows; and of course people were terrified and ran away screaming. Another night they went out wrapped in sheets and frightened the priest, who rushed into a sentry-box; and the sentry, as much frightened as he was, called the police. And many other wanton tricks like this they played; and nothing would stop them. I begged them to give up their nonsense, and so did Varia, but it was no good; they would not leave off. Maxim only laughed. It made his sides ache with laughing, he said, to see how folk ran wild with terror, and broke their heads because of his nonsense. ‘Come and speak to them!’ he would say.


    “And it all came back on his own head and nearly caused his ruin. Your Uncle Michael, who was always with grandfather, was easily offended and vindictively disposed, and he thought out a way to get rid of your father. It was in the beginning of winter and they were coming away from a friend’s house, four of them Maxim, your uncles, and a deacon, who was degraded afterwards for killing a cabman. They came out of Yamski Street and persuaded Maxim to go round by the Dinkov Pond, pretending that they were going to skate. They began to slide on the ice like boys and drew him on to an ice-hole, and then they pushed him in but I have told you about that.”


    “Why are my uncles so bad?”


    “They are not bad,” said grandmother calmly, taking a pinch of snuff. “They are simply stupid. Mischka is cunning and stupid as well, but Jaakov is a good fellow, taking him all round. Well, they pushed him into the water, but as he went down he clutched at the edge of the ice-hole, and they struck at his hands, crushing his fingers with their heels. By good luck he was sober, while they were tipsy, and with God’s help he dragged himself from under the ice, and kept himself face upwards in the middle of the hole, so that he could breathe; but they could not get hold of him, and after a time they left him, with his head surrounded by ice, to drown. But he climbed out, and ran to the police-station it is quite close, you know, in the market-place. The Inspector on duty knew him and all the family, and he asked: ‘How did this happen?’”


    Grandmother crossed herself and went on in a grateful tone:


    “God rest the soul of Maxim Savatyevitch! He deserves it, for you must know that he hid the truth from the police. ‘It was my own fault,’ he said. ‘I had been drinking, and I wandered on to the pond, and tumbled down an ice-hole.’


    “‘That ‘s not true,’ said the Inspector; ‘you ‘ve not been drinking.’


    “Well, the long and short of it was that they rubbed him with brandy, put dry clothes on him, wrapped him in a sheepskin, and brought him home the Inspector himself and two others. Jaaschka and Mischka had not returned; they had gone to a tavern to celebrate the occasion. Your mother and I looked at Maxim. He was quite unlike himself; his face was livid, his fingers were bruised, and there was dry blood on them, and his curls seemed to be flecked with snow only it did not melt. He had turned gray!


    “Varvara screamed out ‘What have they done to you?’


    “The Inspector, scenting the truth, began to ask questions, and I felt in my heart that something very bad had happened.


    “I put Varia off on to the Inspector, and I tried to get the truth out of Maxim quietly. ‘What has happened?’


    “‘The first thing you must do,’ he whispered, ‘is to lie in wait for Jaakov and Michael and tell them that they are to say that they parted from me at Yamski Street and went to Pokrovski Street, while I turned off at Pryadilni Lane. Don’t mix it up now, or we shall have trouble with the police.’


    “I went to grandfather and said: ‘Go and talk to the Inspector while I go and wait for our sons to tell them what evil has befallen us.’


    “He dressed himself, all of a tremble, muttering: T knew how it would be! This is what I expected.’


    “All lies! He knew nothing of the kind. Well, I met my children with my hands before my face. Fear sobered Mischka at once, and Jaashenka, the dear boy, let the cat out of the bag by babbling: ‘I don’t know anything about it. It is all Michael’s doing. He is the eldest.’


    “However, we made it all right with the Inspector. He was a very nice gentleman. ‘Oh,’ he says, ‘but you had better take care; if anything bad happens in your house I shall know who is to blame.’ And with that he went away.


    “And grandfather went to Maxim and said: ‘Thank you! Any one else in your place would not have acted as you have done that I know! And thank you, daughter, for bringing such a good man into your father’s house.’ Grandfather could speak very nicely when he liked. It was after this that he began to be silly, and keep his heart shut up like a castle.


    “We three were left together. Maxim Savatyevitch began to cry, and became almost delirious. ‘Why have they done this to me? What harm have I done them? Mama ... why did they do it?’ He never called me ‘mamasha,’ but always ‘mama,’ like a child ... and he was really a child in character. ‘Why ...?’ he asked.


    “I cried too what else was there for me to do? I was so sorry for my children. Your mother tore all the buttons off her bodice, and sat there, all dishevelled as if she had been fighting, calling out: ‘Let us go away, Maxim. My brothers are our enemies; I am afraid of them. Let us go away!’


    “I tried to quieten her. ‘Don’t throw rubbish on the fire,’ I said. ‘The house is full of smoke without that.’


    “At that very moment that fool of a grandfather must go and send those two to beg forgiveness; she sprang at Mischka and slapped his face. ‘There ‘s your forgiveness!’ she said. And your father complained: ‘How could you do such a thing, brothers? You might have crippled me. What sort of a workman shall I be without hands’?’


    “However, they were reconciled. Your father was ailing for some time; for seven weeks he tossed about, and got no better, and he kept saying: Ekh! Mama, let us go to another town; I am weary of this place.’


    “Then he had a chance of going to Astrakhan; they expected the Emperor there in the summer, and your father was entrusted with the building of a triumphal arch. They sailed on the first boat. It cut me to the heart to part from them, and he was grieved about it too, and kept saying to me that I ought to go with them to Astrakhan; but Varvara rejoiced, and did not even try to hide her joy the hussy! And so they went away ... and that is all!”


    She drank a drop of vodka, took a pinch of snuff, and added, gazing out of the window at the dark blue sky:


    “Yes, your father and I were not of the same blood, but in soul we were akin.”


    Sometimes, while she was telling me this, grandfather came in with his face uplifted, sniffed the air with his sharp nose, and looking suspiciously at grandmother, listened to what she was saying and muttered:


    “That’s not true! That’s not true!”


    Then he would ask, without warning:


    “Lexei, has she been drinking brandy here?”


    “No.”


    “That ‘s a lie, for I saw her with my own eyes!” And he would go out in an undecided manner.


    Grandmother would wink at him behind his back and utter some quaint saying:


    “Go along, Avdye, and don’t frighten the horses.”


    One day, as he stood in the middle of the room, staring at the floor, he said softly:


    “Mother?”


    “Aye?”


    “You see what is going on?”


    “Yes, I see!”


    “What do you think of it?”


    “There’ll be a wedding, Father. Do you remember how you used to talk about a nobleman?”


    “Yes.”


    “Well here he is!”


    “He ‘s got nothing.”


    “That ‘s her business.”


    Grandfather left the room, and conscious of a sense of uneasiness, I asked:


    “What were you talking about?”


    “You want to know everything,” she replied querulously, rubbing my feet. “If you know everything when you are young, there will be nothing to ask questions about when you get old.” And she laughed and shook her head at me.


    “Oh, grandfather! grandfather! you are nothing but a little piece of dust in the eyes of God. Lenka now don’t you tell any one this, but grandfather is absolutely ruined. He lent a certain gentleman a large sum of money, and now the gentleman has gone bankrupt.”


    Smiling, she fell into a reverie, and sat without speaking for a long time; and her face became wrinkled, and sad, and gloomy.


    “What are you thinking about?”


    “I am thinking of something to tell you,” she answered, with a start. “Shall we have the story about Evstignia? Will that do? Well, here goes then.


    “A deacon there was called Evstignia,

    He thought there was no one more wise than he,

    Be he presbyter, or be he boyard;

    Not even a huntsman knew more than he.

    Like a spike of spear grass he held himself,

    So proud, and taught his neighbors great and small;

    He found fault with this, and grumbled at that;

    He glanced at a church ‘Not lofty enough!’

    He passed up a street ‘How narrow!’ he said.

    An apple he plucked ‘It not red!’ he said.

    The sun rose too soon for Evstignia!

    In all the world there was nothing quite right!”


    
      
    


    Grandmother puffed out her cheeks, and rolled her eyes; her kind face assumed a stupid, comical expression as she went on in a lazy, dragging voice:


    “ ‘There is nothing I could not do myself,

    And do it much better, I think,’ he said,

    ‘If I only had a little more time!’”


    
      
    


    She was smilingly silent for a moment, and then she continued:


    “To the deacon one night some devils came;

    ‘So you find it dull here, deacon?’ they said.

    ‘Well, come along with us, old fellow, to hell,

    You’ll have no fault to find with the fires there.’

    Ere the wise deacon could put on his hat

    The devils seized hold of him with their paws

    And, with titters and howls, they dragged him down.

    A devil on each of his shoulders sat,

    And there, in the flames of hell they set him.

    ‘Is it all right, Evstignyeushka?’

    The deacon was roasting, brightly he burned,

    Kept himself up with his hands to his sides,

    Puffed out his lips as he scornfully said:

    ‘It ‘s dreadfully smoky down here in hell!’”


    
      
    


    Concluding in an indolent, low-pitched, unctuous voice, she changed her expression and, laughing quietly, explained:


    “He would not give in that Evstignia, but stuck to his own opinion obstinately, like our grandfather. ... That ‘s enough now; go to sleep; it is high time.”


    Mother came up to the attic to see me very seldom, and she did not stay long, and spoke as if she were in a hurry. She was getting more beautiful, and was dressed better every day, but I was conscious of something different about her, as about grandmother; I felt that there was something going on which was being kept from me and I tried to guess what it was.


    Grandmother’s stories interested me less and less, even the ones she told me about my father; and they did not soothe my indefinable but daily increasing alarm.


    “Why is my father’s soul not at rest?” I asked grandmother.


    “How can I tell?” she replied, covering her eyes. “That is God’s affair ... it is supernatural ... and hidden from us.”


    At night, as I gazed sleeplessly through the dark blue windows at the stars floating so slowly across the sky, I made up some sad story in my mind in which the chief place was occupied by my father, who was always wandering about alone, with a stick in his hand, and with a shaggy dog behind him.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    Chapter XII


    
      
    


    ONE day I fell asleep before the evening, and when I woke up I felt that my legs had waked up too. I put them out of bed, and they became numb again; but the fact remained that my legs were cured and that I should be able to walk. This was such glorious news that I shouted for joy, and put my feet to the floor with the whole weight of my body on them. I fell down, but I crawled to the door and down the staircase, vividly representing to myself the surprise of those downstairs when they should see me.


    I do not remember how I got into mother’s room on my knees; but there were some strangers with her, and one, a dried-up old woman in green, said sternly, drowning all other voices:


    “Give him some raspberry syrup to drink, and cover up his head.”


    She was green all over: her dress, and hat, and her face, which had warts under the eyes; even the tufts of hair on the warts were like grass. Letting her lower lip droop, she raised the upper one and looked at me with her green teeth, covering her eyes with a hand in a black thread mitten.


    “Who is that?” I asked, suddenly growing timid.


    Grandfather answered in a disagreeable voice:


    “That ‘s another grandmother for you.”


    Mother, laughing, brought Eugen Maximov to me.


    “And here is your father!”


    She said something rapidly which I did not understand, and Maximov, with twinkling eyes, bent towards me and said:


    “I will make you a present of some paints.”


    The room was lit up very brightly; silver candelabra, holding five candles each, stood on the table, and between them was placed grandfather’s favorite icon “Mourn not for me, Mother.” The pearls with which it was set gave forth an intermittent brilliancy as the lights played on them flickeringly, and the gems in the golden crown shone radiantly; heavy, round faces like pancakes were pressing against the window-panes from outside, flattening their noses against the glass, and everything round me seemed to be floating. The old green woman felt my ears with her cold fingers and said:


    “By all means! By all means!”


    “He is fainting,” said grandmother, and she carried me to the door.


    But I was not fainting. I just kept my eyes shut, and as soon as she had half-dragged, half-carried me up the staircase, I asked:


    “Why wasn’t I told of this’?”


    “That will do. ... Hold your tongue!”


    “You are deceivers all of you!”


    Laying me on the bed, she threw herself down with her head on the pillow and burst into tears, shaking from head to foot; her shoulders heaved, and she muttered chokingly:


    “Why don’t you cry?”


    I had no desire to cry. It was twilight in the attic, and cold. I shuddered, and the bed shook and creaked; and ever before my eyes stood the old green woman. I pretended to be asleep, and grandmother went away.


    Several uneventful days, all alike, flowed by like a thin stream. Mother had gone away somewhere after the betrothal, and the house was oppressively quiet.


    One morning grandfather came in with a chisel and began to break away the cement around the attic window-frames which were put in for the winter; then grandmother appeared with a basin of water and a cloth, and grandfather asked softly:


    “Well, old woman, what do you think of it?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Well, are you pleased, or what?”


    She answered him as she had answered me on the staircase:


    “That will do. ... Hold your tongue!”


    The simplest words had a peculiar significance for me now, and I imagined that they concealed something of tremendous import and sorrow of which no one might speak, but of which every one knew.


    Carefully taking out the window-frame, grandfather carried it away, and grandmother went to the window and breathed the air. In the garden the starling was calling; the sparrows chirped; the intoxicating odor of the thawing earth floated into the room. The dark blue tiles of the stove seemed to turn pale with confusion; it made one cold to look at them. I climbed down from the bed to the floor.


    “Don’t go running about with your feet bare,” said grandmother.


    “I am going into the garden.”


    “It is not dry enough there yet. Wait a bit!”


    But I would not listen to her; in fact the very sight of grown-up people affected me unpleasantly now. In the garden the light green spikes of young grass were already pushing their way through, the buds on the apple trees were swelling and ready to break, the moss on the roof of Petrovna’s cottage was very pleasing to the eye in its renewed green; all around were birds, and sounds of joy, and the fresh, fragrant air caused a pleasant sensation of giddiness. By the pit, where Uncle Peter cut his throat, there was long grass red, and mixed up with the broken snow. I did not like looking at it; there was nothing spring-like about it. The black chimney-stack reared itself up dejectedly, and the whole pit was an unnecessary eyesore. I was seized with an angry desire to tear up and break off the long grass, to pull the chimney-stack to pieces brick by brick, and get rid of all that useless muck, and to build a clean dwelling for myself in the pit, where I could live all the summer without grown-up people.


    I had no sooner thought of it than I set myself to do it, and it immediately diverted my mind from what went on in the house, and kept it occupied for a long time; and although many things occurred to upset me, they became of less importance to me every day.


    “What are you sulking about?” mother and grandmother used to ask me; and it made me feel awkward when they asked this question, for I was not angry with them it was simply that every one in the house had become a stranger to me. At dinner, at evening tea, and supper the old, green woman often appeared looking just like a rotten paling in an old fence. The eyes seemed to be sewn on her face with invisible threads, and looked as if they would easily roll out of their bony sockets, as she turned them rapidly in every direction, seeing and taking notes of everything raising them to the ceiling when she talked of God, and looking down her nose when she spoke of household matters. Her eyebrows looked exactly as if they had been cut out of pieces and stuck on. Her large, protruding teeth noiselessly chewed whatever she put in her mouth with a funny curve of her arm, and her little finger stuck out; while the bones about her ears moved like little round balls, and the green hairs on her warts went up and down as if they were creeping along her yellow, wrinkled, disgustingly clean skin.


    She was always so very clean like her son, and it was unpleasant to go near them. The first day she put her dead hand against my lips, it smelled strongly of yellow Kazan soap and incense, and I turned away and ran off. She said to her son very often:


    “That boy is greatly in need of discipline; do you understand that, Jenia?”


    Inclining his head obediently, he would frown and remain silent. Every one frowned in the presence of the green woman.


    I hated the old woman, and her son too, with an intense hatred, and many blows did that feeling cost me. One day at dinner she said, rolling her eyes horribly:


    “Oh Aleshenka, why do you eat in such a hurry, and take such big pieces’? Give it up, my dear!”


    I took the piece out of my mouth, put it on the fork again, and handed it to her.


    “Take it only it is hot.”


    Mother took me away from the table, and I was ignominiously banished to the attic, where grandmother joined me, trying to keep her giggling from being heard by placing her hand over her mouth.


    “Lor! you are a cheeky young monkey. Bless you!”


    It irritated me to see her with her hand over her mouth, so I ran away, climbed on the roof of the house, and sat there a long time by the chimney. Yes, I wanted to be insolent and to use injurious words to them all, and it was hard to fight against this feeling, but it had to be fought against.


    One day I covered the chair of my future stepfather with grease, and that of my new grandmother with cherry-gum, and they both stuck to their seats; it was very funny, but when grandfather had hit me, mother came up to me in the attic, and drawing me to her, pressed me against her knees saying:


    “Listen now! Why are you so ill-natured? If you only knew how miserable it makes me.” And her eyes overflowed with bright tears as she pressed my head against her cheek.


    This was very painful; I had rather she had struck me. I told her I would never again be rude to the Maximovs never again, if only she would not cry.


    “There, there!” she said softly. “Only you must not be impudent. Very soon we shall be married, and then we shall go to Moscow; afterwards we shall come back and you will live with us. Eugen Vassilivitch is very kind and clever, and you will get on well with him. You will go to a grammar school, and afterwards you shall be a student like he is now; then you shall be a doctor whatever you like. You may study whatever you choose. Now run and play.”


    These “afterwards” and “thens” one after the other seemed to me like a staircase leading to some place deep down and far away from her, into darkness and solitude a staircase which led to no happiness for me. I had a good mind to say to my mother:


    “Please don’t get married. I will earn money for your keep.”


    But somehow the words would not come. Mother always aroused in me many tender thoughts about herself, but I never could make up my mind to tell them to her.


    My undertaking in the garden was progressing; I pulled up the long grass, or cut it down with a knife, and I built, with pieces of brick, against the edge of the pit where the earth had fallen away, a broad seat, large enough, in fact, to lie down upon. I took a lot of pieces of colored glass and fragments of broken crockery and stuck them in the chinks between the bricks, and when the sun looked into the pit they all shone with a rainbow effect, like one sees in churches.


    “Very well thought out!” said grandfather one day, looking at my work. “Only you have broken off the grass and left the roots. Give me your spade and I will dig them up for you; come, bring it to me!”


    I brought him the yellow spade; he spat on his hands, and making a noise like a duck, drove the spade into the earth with his foot.


    “Throw away the roots,” he said. “Later on I will plant some sunflowers here for you, and some raspberry bushes. That will be nice very nice!” And then, bending over his spade, he fell into a dead silence.


    I looked at him; fine tear-drops were falling fast from his small, intelligent, doglike eyes to the ground.


    “What is the matter?”


    He shook himself, wiped his face with his palms, and dimly regarded me.


    “I was sweating. Look there what a lot of worms!”


    Then he began to dig again, and after a time he said abruptly:


    “You have done all this for nothing for nothing, my boy. I am going to sell the house soon. I must sell it before autumn without fail. I want the money for your mother’s dowry. That ‘s what it is! I hope she will be happy. God bless her!”


    He threw down the spade, and with a gesture of renunciation went behind the washhouse where he had a forcing-bed, and I began to dig; but almost at once I crushed my toes with the spade.


    This prevented me from going to the church with mother when she was married; I could only get as far as the gate, and from there I saw her on Maximov’s arm, with her head bowed, carefully setting her feet on the pavement and on the green grass, and stepping over the crevices as if she were walking on sharp nails.


    It was a quiet wedding. When they came back from church they drank tea in a depressed manner, and mother changed her dress directly and went to her own room to pack up. My stepfather came and sat beside me, and said:


    “I promised to give you some paints, but there are no good ones to be got in this town, and I cannot give my own away; but I will bring you some from Moscow.”


    “And what shall I do with them?”


    “Don’t you like drawing?”


    “I don’t know how to draw.”


    “Well, I will bring you something else.”


    Then mother came in.


    “We shall soon come back, you know. Your father, there, has to sit for an examination, and when he has finished his studies we shall come back.”


    I was pleased that they should talk to me like this, as if I were grown-up; but it was very strange to hear that a man with a beard was still learning,


    “What are you learning?” I asked.


    “Surveying,” he replied.


    I did not trouble to ask what surveying was. The house seemed to be full of a dull quietness; there was a woolly sort of rustling going on, and I wished that the night would make haste and come. Grandfather stood with his back pressed against the stove, gazing out of the window with a frown. The old green woman was helping mother to pack, grumbling and sighing; and grandmother, who had been tipsy since noon, ashamed on that account, had retired to the attic and shut herself up there.


    Mother went away early the next morning. She held me in her arms as she took leave of me; lifting me lightly off the ground, and gazing into my eyes with eyes which seemed unfamiliar to me, she said as she kissed me:


    “Well good-by.”


    “Tell him that he has got to obey me,” said grandfather gruffly, looking up at the sky which was still rosy.


    “Do what grandfather tells you,” said mother, making the sign of the Cross over me.


    I expected her to say something else, and I was furious with grandfather because he had prevented her.


    They seated themselves in the droshky, and mother was a long time angrily trying to free her skirt which had got caught in something.


    “Help her, can’t you”? Are you blind?” said grandfather to me.


    But I could not help I was too wrapped up in my grief.


    Maximov patiently squeezed his long legs, clothed in dark blue trousers, into the droshky, while grandmother put some bundles into his hand. He piled them up on his knees,and keeping them in place with his chin, his white face wrinkled with embarrassment, he drawled: “That ‘s eno ugh!”


    In another droshky sat the old green woman with her eldest son, the officer, who was scratching his beard with his sword handle, and yawning.


    “So you are going to the war?” said grandfather.


    “I am compelled to go.”


    “A good thing too! ... we must beat the Turks.”


    They drove off. Mother turned round several times and waved her handkerchief. Grandmother, dissolved in tears, supporting herself by resting her hand against the wall, also waved her hand. Grandfather wiped away the tears from his eyes and muttered brokenly: “No good will come of this.”


    I sat on the gate-post and watched the droshky jolting up and down and then they turned the corner and it seemed as if a door in my heart had been suddenly shut and barred. It was very early, the shutters had not been taken from the windows of the houses, the street was empty; I had never seen such an utter absence of life. In the distance the shepherd could be heard playing irritatingly.


    “Come in to breakfast,” said grandfather, taking me by the shoulder. “It is evident that your lot is to live with me; so you are beginning to leave your mark on me like the striking of a match leaves on a brick.”


    From morning till night we busied ourselves in the garden; he laid out beds, tied up the raspberry bushes, stripped the lichen off the apple trees, and killed the caterpillars, while I went on building and decorating my dwelling. Grandfather cut off the end of the burnt beam, made sticks out of it, and stuck them in the earth, and I hung my bird-cages on them; then I wove a close netting with the dried grass, and made a canopy over the seat to keep off the sun and the dew. The result was very satisfactory.


    “It is very useful,” said grandfather, “for you to learn how to make the best of things for yourself.”


    I attached great importance to his words. Sometimes he lay down on the seat, which I had covered with turf, and taught me, very slowly, as if he had a difficulty in finding words.


    “Now you are cut right off from your mother; other children will come to her, and they will be more to her than you are. And grandmother there she has taken to drink.”


    He was silent for a long time as if he were listening to something; then again he unwillingly let fall gloomy words:


    “This is the second time she has taken to drink; when Michael went for a soldier she started to drink too. And the old fool persuaded me to buy his discharge. ... He might have turned out quite differently if he had gone for a soldier ... . Ugh! ... You ...! I shall be dead soon that means that you will be left alone ... all on your own ... to earn your living. Do you understand”? ... Good! ... You must learn to work for yourself ... and don’t give way to others! Live quietly, peaceably and uprightly. Listen to what others say, but do what is best for yourself.”


    All the summer, except, of course, when the weather was bad, I lived in the garden, and on warm nights I even slept out there on a piece of felt which grandmother had made me a present of; not infrequently she slept in the garden herself, and bringing out a bundle of hay, which she spread out close to my couch, she would lie down on it and tell me stories for a long time, interrupting her speech from time to time by irrelevant remarks:


    “Look! ... A star fell then! That is some pure soul suffering ... a mother thinking of earth! That means that a good man or woman has just been bom.”


    Or she would point out to me:


    “There’s a new star appeared; look! It looks like a large eye. ... Oh, you bright creature of the sky! ... You holy ornament of God! . . .”


    “You will catch cold, you silly woman!” grandfather would growl, “and have an apoplectic fit. Thieves will come and kill you.”


    Sometimes, when the sun set, rivers of light streamed across the sky, looking as if they were on fire, and red-gold ashes seemed to fall on the velvety-green garden; then everything became perceptibly a shade darker, and seemed to grow larger to swell, as the warm twilight closed round. Tired of the sun, the leaves drooped, the grass bowed its head; everything seemed to be softer and richer, and gently breathed out various odors as soothing as music. And music there was, too, floating from the camps in the fields, where they were playing spasmodically.


    Night came, and with it there came into one’s heart something vigorous and fresh, like the loving caress of a mother; the quietness softly smoothed one’s heart with its warm, rough hands, and all that ought to be forgotten all the bitterness, the fine dust of the day was washed away. It was enchanting to lie with upturned face watching the stars flaming in the infinite profundity of the sky a profundity which, as it stretches higher and higher, opens out a new vista of stars; to raise yourself lightly from the ground and how strange! either the earth has grown smaller before your eyes, or you yourself, grown wonderfully big, are being absorbed into your surroundings. It grows darker and quieter every moment, but there is a succession of minute, hardly perceptible, prolonged sounds, and each sound whether it be a bird singing in its sleep, or a hedgehog running along, or a human voice softly raised somewhere differs from the sounds of daytime, and has something peculiarly its own, amorously underlying its sensitive quietness.


    A harmonium is being played somewhere, a woman’s laugh rings out, a sword rattles on the stone flags of the pavement, a dog yelps but all these sounds are nothing more than the falling of the last leaves of the day which has blossomed and died.


    Sometimes in the night a drunken cry would suddenly rise from the field or the street, and the sound of some one running noisily; but this was a common occurrence, and passed unheeded.


    Grandmother never slept long, and as she lay with her head resting on her folded arms, she would begin, at the slightest hint, to tell me a story, obviously not caring whether I was listening to her or not. She was always able to choose stories which would make the night still more precious and beautiful to me.


    Under the influence of her measured flow of words I insensibly sank into slumber, and awoke with the birds; the sun was looking straight into my eyes, and, warmed by his rays, the morning air flowed softly round us, the leaves of the apple tree were shaking off the dew, the moist green grass looked brighter and fresher than ever, with its newly acquired crystal transparency, and a faint mist floated over it. High up in the sky, so high as to be invisible, a lark sang, and all the colors and sounds produced by the dew evoked a peaceful gladness, and aroused a desire to get up at once and do some work, and to live in amity with all living creatures.


    This was the quietest and most contemplative period of my whole life, and it was during this summer that the consciousness of my own strength took root and developed in me. I became shy and unsociable, and when I heard the shouts of the Ovsyanikov children I had no desire to go to them; and when my cousins came, I was more than a little annoyed, and the only feeling they aroused in me was the fear lest they should destroy my structure in the garden the first work I had ever done by myself.


    Grandfather’s conversation, drier, more querulous, and more doleful every day, had lost all interest for me. He had taken to quarreling with grandmother frequently, and to turn her out of the house, when she would go either to Uncle Jaakov’s or to Uncle Michael’s. Once she stayed away for several days and grandfather did all the cooking himself, burned his hands, roared with pain, swore, and smashed the crockery, and developed a noticeable greediness. Sometimes he would come to my hut, make himself comfortable on the turfy seat, and after watching me in silence for some time, would ask abruptly:


    “Why are you so quiet?”


    “Because I feel like it. Why?’


    Then he would begin his sermon:


    “We are not gentlefolk. No one takes the trouble to teach us. We have got to find everything out for ourselves. For other folk they write books, and build schools; but no time is wasted on us. We have to make our own way.”


    And he fell into a brooding silence sitting motionless, oblivious, till his presence became almost oppressive.


    He sold the house in the autumn, and not long before the sale he exclaimed abruptly one morning, over his tea:


    “Well, Mother, I have fed and clothed you fed and clothed you but the time has come for you to earn your own bread.”


    Grandmother received this announcement quite calmly, as if she had been expecting it a long time. She reached for her snuff-box in a leisurely manner, charged her spongy nose, and said:


    “Well, that’s all right! If it is to be like that, so let it be.”


    Grandfather took two dark rooms in the basement of an old house, at the foot of a small hill.


    When we went to this lodging, grandmother took an old bast shoe, put it under the stove, and, squatting on her heels, invoked the house-demon:


    “House-demon, family-demon, here is your sledge; come to us in our new home, and bring us good luck.”


    Grandfather looked in at the window from the yard, crying: “I will make you smart for this, you heretic! You are trying to put me to shame.”


    “Oie! Take care that you don’t bring harm to yourself, Father,” said grandmother seriously; but he only raged at her, and forbade her to invoke the house-demon.


    The furniture and effects were sold by him to a second-hand dealer who was a Tartar, after three days’ bargaining and abuse of each other; and grandmother looked out of the window, sometimes crying and sometimes laughing, and exclaiming under her breath:


    “That ‘s right! Drag them about. Smash them.”


    I was ready to weep myself as I mourned for my garden and my little hut.


    We journeyed thither in two carts, and the one wherein I was placed, amongst various utensils, jolted alarmingly, as if it were going to throw me out then and there, with a part of the load. And for two years, till close upon the time of my mother’s death, I was dominated with the idea that I had been thrown out somewhere. Soon after the move mother made her appearance, just as grandfather had settled down in his basement, very pale and thin, and with her great eyes strangely brilliant. She stared just as if she were seeing her father and mother and me for the first time, just stared, and said nothing; while my stepfather moved about the room, whistling softly, and clearing his throat, with his hands behind his back and his fingers twitching.


    “Lord! how dreadfully you have grown,” said mother to me, pressing her hot hands to my cheeks. She was dressed unattractively in a full brown dress, and she looked very swollen about the stomach.


    My stepfather held out his hand to me.


    “How do you do, my lad? How are you getting on?” Then sniffing the air, he added: “Do you know it is very damp down here?”


    They both looked worn out, as if they had been running for a long time; their clothes were in disorder, and soiled, and all they wanted, they said, was to lie down and rest. As they drank some tea with an air of constraint, grandfather, gazing at the rain-washed windows, asked:


    “And so you have lost everything in a fire?”


    “Everything!” answered my stepfather in a resolute tone. “We only escaped ourselves by good luck.”


    “So! ... A fire is no joke.”


    Leaning against grandmother’s shoulder, my mother whispered something in her ear, and grandmother blinked as if the light were in her eyes. The air of constraint grew more noticeable.


    Suddenly grandfather said very clearly, in a cool, malicious tone:


    “The rumor which came to my ears, Eugen Vassilev, my good sir, said that there was no fire, but that you simply lost everything at cards.”


    There was a dead silence, broken only by the hissing of the samovar and the splashing of the rain against the window-panes; at length mother said in a persuasive tone:


    “Papasha”


    “What do you mean ‘papasha’?” cried grandfather in a deafening voice. “What next? Didn’t I tell you that a person of thirty does not go well with one of twenty years’? ... There you are ... and there he is cunning rogue! A nobleman! ... What? ... Well, little daughter?’


    They all four shouted at the tops of their voices, and my stepfather shouted loudest of all. I went out to the porch and sat on a heap of wood, stupefied by my amazement at finding mother so changed, so different from what she used to be. This fact had not struck me so forcibly when I was in the room with her, as it did now in the twilight with the memory of what she had been clearly before my mind.


    Later on, though I have forgotten the circumstances connected with it, I found myself at Sormova, in a house where everything was new; the walls were bare and hemp grew out of the chinks between the beams, and in the hemp were a lot of cockroaches. Mother and my stepfather lived in two rooms with windows looking on to the street, and I lived with grandmother in the kitchen, which had one window looking out on the roof. On the other side of the roof the chimneys of a factory rose up to the sky, belching forth a thick smoke, and the winter wind blew this smoke over the entire village; and our cold rooms were always filled with the odor of something burning. Early in the morning the wolves howled: “Khvou ou ou ou!”


    By standing on a stool one could see through the top window-pane, across the roof, the gate of the factory lit up by lanterns, half-open like the black, toothless mouth of an old beggar, and a crowd of little people crawling into it. At noon the black lips of the gate again opened and the factory disgorged its chewed-up people, who flowed along the street in a black stream till a rough, snowy wind came flying along and drove them into their houses. We very seldom saw the sky over the village; from day to day, over the roofs of the houses, and over the snow-drifts sprinkled with soot, hung another roof, gray and flat, which crushed the imagination, and blinded one with its overwhelming drabness.


    In the evenings a dim red glow quivered over the factory, lighting up the chimney-pots, and making the chimneys look, not as if they rose from the earth to the sky, but as if they were falling to the earth from that smoky cloud; and as they fell they seemed to be breathing out flames, and howling.


    It was unbearably tedious to look at all this, and the monotony of it preyed evilly on my heart. Grandmother did the work of a general servant, cooked, washed the floors, chopped wood, and fetched water from morning till night, and came to bed weary, grumbling, and sighing. Sometimes when she had finished cooking she would put on her short, padded bodice, and with her skirt well lifted, she would repair to the town.


    “I will go and have a look at the old man, and see how he is getting on.”


    “Take me with you.”


    “You would be frozen. Look how it is snowing!” And she would walk seven versts, by the roads, or across the snowy fields.


    Mother, yellow, pregnant, and shivering with cold, went about wrapped in a gray, torn shawl with a fringe.


    I hated that shawl, which disfigured the large, well-built body; I hated the tails of the fringe, and tore them off; I hated the house, the factory, and the village. Mother went about in downtrodden felt boots, coughing all the time, and her unbecomingly fat stomach heaved, her gray-blue eyes had a bright, hard gleam in them, and she often stood about against the bare walls just as if she were glued to them. Sometimes she would stand for a whole hour looking out of the window on to the street, which was like a jaw in which half the teeth were blackened and crooked from age, and the other half had quite decayed and had been replaced by false ones.


    “Why do we live here?” I asked.


    “Ach! ... You hold your tongue, can’t you?” she answered.


    She spoke very seldom to me, and when she did speak it was only to order me about:


    “Go there! . . Come here! . . Fetch this!”


    I was not often allowed out in the street, and on each occasion I returned home bearing signs of having been knocked about by other boys; for fighting was my favorite, indeed, my only enjoyment, and I threw myself into it with ardor. Mother whipped me with a strap, but the punishment only irritated me further, and the next time I fought with childish fury and mother gave me a worse punishment. This went on till one day I warned her that if she did not leave off beating me I should bite her hand, and run away to the fields and get frozen to death. She pushed me away from her in amazement, and walked about the room, panting from exhaustion as she said:


    “You are getting like a wild animal!”


    That feeling which is called love began to blossom in my heart now, full of life, and tremulous as a rainbow; and my resentment against every one burst out oftener, like a dark blue, smoky flame, and an oppressive feeling of irritation smoldered in my heart a consciousness of being entirely alone in that gray, meaningless existence.


    My stepfather was severe with me, and hardly ever speaking to mother, went about whistling or coughing, and after dinner would stand in front of a mirror and assiduously pick his uneven teeth with a splinter of wood. His quarrels with mother became more frequent angrily addressing her as “you” (instead of “thou”), a habit which exasperated me beyond measure. When there was a quarrel on he used to shut the kitchen door closely, evidently not wishing me to hear what he said, but all the same the sound of his deep bass voice could be heard quite plainly. One day he cried, with a stamp of his foot:


    “Just because you are fool enough to become pregnant, I can’t ask any one to come and see me you cow!”


    I was so astonished, so furiously angry, that I jumped up in the air so high that I knocked my head against the ceiling and bit my tongue till it bled.


    On Saturdays workmen came in batches of ten to see my stepfather and sell him their food-tickets, which they ought to have taken to the shop belonging to the works to spend in place of money; but my stepfather used to buy them at half-price. He received the workmen in the kitchen, sitting at the table, looking very important, and as he took the cards he would frown and say:


    “A rouble and a half!”


    “Now, Eugen Vassilev, for the love of God”


    “A rouble and a half!”


    This muddled, gloomy existence only lasted till mother’s confinement, when I was sent back to grandfather. He was then living at Kunavin, where he rented a poky room with a Russian stove, and two windows looking on to the yard, in a two-storied house on a sandy road, which extended to the fence of the Napolno churchyard.


    “What’s this?” he cried, squeaking with laughter, as he met me. “They say there ‘s no better friend than your own mother; but now, it seems, it is not the mother but the old devil of a grandfather who is the friend. Ugh you!”


    Before I had time to look about my new home grandmother arrived with mother and the baby. My stepfather had been dismissed from the works for pilfering from the workmen, but he had gone after other employment and had been taken on in the booking-office of the railway station almost at once.


    After a long, uneventful period, once more I was living with mother in the basement of a storehouse. As soon as she was settled mother sent me to school and from the very first I took a dislike to it.


    I went thither in mother’s shoes, with a coat made out of a bodice belonging to grandmother, a yellow shirt, and trousers which had been lengthened. My attire immediately became an object of ridicule, and for the yellow shirt I received “The ace of diamonds.”


    I soon became friendly with the boys, but the master and the priest did not like me.


    The master was a jaundiced-looking, bold man who suffered from a continuous bleeding of the nose; he used to appear in the schoolroom with his nostrils stopped up with cotton-wool, and as he sat at his table, asking us questions in snuffling tones, he would suddenly stop in the middle of a word, take the wool out of his nostrils and look at it, shaking his head. He had a flat, copper-colored face, with a sour expression, and there was a greenish tint in his wrinkles; but it was his literally pewter-colored eyes which were the most hideous feature of it, and they were so unpleasantly glued to my face that I used to feel that I must brush them off my cheek with my hands.


    For several days I was in the first division, and at the top of the class, quite close to the master’s table, and my position was almost unbearable. He seemed to see no one but me, and he was snuffling all the time:


    “Pyesh kov, you must put on a clean shirt. Pyesh kov, don’t make a noise with your feet. Pyesh kov, your bootlaces are undone again.”


    But I paid him out for his savage insolence. One day I took the half of a frozen watermelon, cut out the inside, and fastened it by a string over a pulley on the outer door. When the door opened the melon went up, but when my teacher shut the door the hollow melon descended upon his bald head like a cap. The janitor was sent with me with a note to the head-master’s house, and I paid for my prank with my own skin.


    Another time I sprinkled snuff over his table, and he sneezed so much that he had to leave the class and send his brother-in-law to take his place. This was an officer who set the class singing: “God save the Czar!” and “Oh, Liberty! my Liberty!” Those who did not sing in tune he rapped over the head with a ruler, which made a funny, hollow noise, but it hurt.


    The Divinity teacher, the handsome, young, luxuriant-haired priest, did not like me because I had no Bible, and also because I mocked his way of speaking. The first thing he did when he entered the classroom was to ask me:


    “Pyeshkov, have you brought that book or not? Yes. The book!”


    “No,” I answered, “I have not brought it. Yes.”


    “What do you mean yes?”


    “No.”


    “Well, you can just go home. Yes home, for I don’t intend to teach you. Yes! I don’t intend to do it.”


    This did not trouble me much. I went out and kicked my heels in the dirty village street till the end of the lesson, watching the noisy life about me.


    This priest had a beautiful face, like a Christ, with caressing eyes like a woman’s, and little hands gentle, like everything about him. Whatever he handled a book, a ruler, a penholder, whatever it might be he handled carefully, as if it were alive and very fragile, and as if he loved it and were afraid of spoiling it by touching it. He was not quite so gentle with the children, but all the same they loved him.


    Notwithstanding the fact that I learned tolerably well, I was soon told that I should be expelled from the school for unbecoming conduct. I became depressed, for I saw a very unpleasant time coming, as mother was growing more irritable every day, and beat me more than ever.


    But help was at hand. Bishop Khrisanph l paid an unexpected visit to the school. He was a little man, like a wizard, and, if I remember rightly, was humpbacked.


    Sitting at the table, looking so small in his wide black clothes, and with a funny hat like a little pail on his head, he shook his hands free from his sleeves and said:


    “Now, children, let us have a talk together.”


    And at once the classroom became warm and bright, and pervaded by an atmosphere of unfamiliar pleasantness.


    J The author of the famous work, in three volumes, entitled “Religions of the Ancient World,” and the article on “Egyptian Metempsychosis,” as well as several articles of public interest such as “Concerning Marriage, and Women.” That last article made a deep impression on me when I read it in my youth. It seems to me that I have not remembered its title correctly, but it was published in some theological journal in the seventies.


    Calling me to the table, after many others had had their turns, he asked me gravely:


    “And how old are you? Is that all? Why, what a tall boy you are! I suppose you have been standing out in the rain pretty often, have you? Eh?”


    Placing one dried-up hand with long, sharp nails on the table, and catching hold of his sparse beard with the fingers of the other, he placed his face, with its kind eyes, quite close to mine, as he said:


    “Well, now tell me which you like best of the Bible stones.”


    When I told him that I had no Bible and did not learn Scripture history, he pulled his cowl straight, saying:


    “How is that? You know it is absolutely necessary for you to learn it. But perhaps you have learned some by listening? You know the Psalms? Good! And the prayers? ... There, you see! And the lives of the Saints too? ... In rhyme? ... Then I think you are very well up in the subject.”


    At this moment our priest appeared flushed and out of breath. The Bishop blessed him, but when he began to speak about me, he raised his hand, saying:


    “Excuse me ... just a minute. ... Now, tell me the story of Alexei, the man of God.


    “Fine verses those eh, my boy?” he said, when I came to a full stop, having forgotten the next verse.


    “Let us have something else now something about King David. ... Go on, I am listening very attentively.”


    I saw that he was really listening, and that the verses pleased him. He examined me for a long time, then he suddenly stood up and asked quickly:


    “You have learned the Psalms? Who taught you? A good grandfather, is he? Eh? Bad? You don’t say so! ... But aren’t you very naughty?”


    I hesitated, but at length I said:


    “Yes.”


    The teacher and the priest corroborated my confession garrulously, and he listened to them with his eyes cast down; then he said with a sigh:


    “You hear what they say about you? Come here!”


    Placing his hand, which smelt of cypress wood, on my head, he asked:


    “Why are you so naughty?”


    “It is so dull learning.”


    “Dull? Now, my boy, that is not true. If you found it dull you would be a bad scholar, whereas your teachers testify that you are a very apt pupil. That means that you have another reason for being naughty.”


    Taking a little book from his breast, he said as he wrote in it:


    “Pyeshkov, Alexei. There! ... All the same, my boy, you must keep yourself in hand, and try not to be too naughty. ... We will allow you to be just a little naughty; but people have plenty to plague them without that. Isn’t it so, children?”


    Many voices answered gaily:


    “Yes.”


    “But I can see that you are not very naughty yourselves. Am I right?”


    And the boys laughingly answered all together:


    “No. We are very naughty too very!”


    The Bishop leaned over the back of a chair, drew me to him, and said surprisingly, causing us all even the teacher and the priest to laugh:


    “It is a fact, my brothers that when I was your age I was very naughty too. What do you think of that?”


    The children laughed, and he began to ask them questions, adroitly contriving to muddle them, so that they began to answer each other; and the merriment redoubled. At length he stood up, saying:


    “Well, it is very nice to be with you, but it is time for me to go now.”


    Raising his hand and throwing back his sleeve, he made the sign of the Cross over us all with one wide gesture, and blessed us:


    “In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, I bless you and your labors. Good-by!”


    They all cried:


    “Good-by, my lord. Come again soon.”


    Shaking his cowl, he said:


    “I shall come again. I shall come again, and bring you some little books.”


    And he said to the teacher as he sailed out of the classroom:


    “Let them go home now.”


    He led me by the hand to the porch, where he said quietly, bending down to me:


    “So you will hold yourself in, won’t you? ... Is that settled? ... I understand why you are naughty, you know ... . Good-by, my boy!”


    I was very excited; my heart was seething with strange feelings, and when the teacher, having dismissed the rest of the class, kept me in to tell me that now I ought to be quieter than water and humbler than grass, I listened to him attentively and willingly.


    The priest, putting on his fur-coat, chimed in gently:


    “And from today you will have to assist at my lessons. Yes, you’ll have to. And sit still too. Yes sit still.”


    But while matters were improving at school, an unpleasant incident occurred at home. I stole a rouble from mother. The crime had been committed without forethought. One evening mother went out and left me to keep house and mind the baby; feeling bored, I began to turn over the leaves of a book belonging to my stepfather “The Memoirs of a Doctor,” by Dumas Pere and between the pages I came across two notes, one for ten roubles and the other for one rouble. I could not understand the book, so I shut it up; then it suddenly dawned upon me that if I had a rouble I could buy not only the Bible, but also the book about Robinson. That such a book existed I had learned at school not long before this. One frosty day in recreation time, I was telling the boys a fairy-story, when one of them observed in a tone of contempt:


    “Fairy-tales are bosh! ‘Robinson’ is what I like. It is a true story.”


    Finding several other boys who had read “Robinson” and were full of its praises, I felt offended at their not liking grandmother’s stories, and made up my mind to read “Robinson” for myself, so that I should be able to tell them it was “bosh!”


    The next day I brought the Bible and two torn volumes of Andersen’s fairy-tales to school, together with three pounds of white bread and a pound of sausages. In the little dark shop by the wall of Vladinursk Church there had also been a “Robinson” a thin little book with a yellow cover, and a picture of a bearded man in a fur nightcap, with the skin of a wild beast over his shoulders, on the front page; but I did not like the look of it. Even the exterior of the fairy-tales was pleasing, in spite of their being torn.


    In the long playtime I distributed the bread and sausages amongst the boys, and we began to read that wonderful story “The Nightingale,” which took all our hearts by storm.


    “In China all the people are Chinese, and even the Emperor is a Chinaman” I remember how pleasantly this phrase struck me with its simple, joyful, smiling music. There were many other points about the story too which were wonderfully good.


    But I was not to be allowed to read “The Nightingale” in school. There was not time enough, for when I returned home mother, who was standing before the fire holding a frying-pan in which she had been cooking some eggs, asked me in a strange, subdued voice:


    “Did you take that rouble?’


    “Yes, I took it out of that book there.”


    She gave me a sound beating with the frying-pan, and took away Andersen’s book and hid it somewhere so that I could never find it again, which was a far worse punishment to me than the beating.


    I did not go to school for several days, and during that time my stepfather must have told one of his friends about my exploit, who told his children, who carried the story to school, and when I went back I was met with the new cry “Thief!”


    It was a brief and clear description, but it did not happen to be a true one, seeing that I had not attempted to conceal the fact that it was I who had taken the rouble. I tried to explain this, but they did not believe me; and when I went home I told mother that I was not going to school any more.


    Sitting by the window, again pregnant, with a gray face and distraught, weary eyes, she was feeding my brother Sascha, and she stared at me with her mouth open, like a fish.


    “You are wrong,” she said quietly. “No one could possibly know that you took the rouble.”


    “Come yourself and ask them.”


    “You must have chattered about it yourself. Confess now you told it yourself? Take care, for I shall find out for myself tomorrow who spread that story in school.”


    I gave her the name of the pupil. Her face wrinkled pitifully and her tears began to fall.


    I went away to the kitchen and lay down on my bed, which consisted of a box behind the stove. I lay there and listened to my mother wailing:


    “My God! My God!”


    Not being able to bear the disgusting smell of greasy cloths being dried any longer, I rose and went out to the yard; but mother called after me:


    “Where are you going to? Where are you going? Come here to me!”


    Then we sat on the floor; and Sascha lay on mother’s knees, and taking hold of the buttons of her dress bobbed his head and said “boovooga,” which was his way of saying “poogorka” (button).


    I sat pressed to mother’s side, and she said, kissing me:


    “We ... are poor, and every kopeck ... every kopeck . . .”


    But she never finished what she began to say, pressing me with her hot arm.


    “What trash trash!” she exclaimed suddenly, using a word I had heard her use before.


    Sascha repeated:


    “T’ash!”


    He was a queer little boy; clumsily formed, with a large head, he looked around on everything with his beautiful dark blue eyes, smiling quietly, exactly as if he were expecting some one. He began to talk unusually early, and lived in a perpetual state of quiet happiness. He was a weakly child, and could hardly crawl about; and he was always very pleased to see me, and used to ask to be taken up in my arms, and loved to crush my ears in his soft little fingers, which always, somehow, smelled of violets. He died unexpectedly, without having been ill at all; in the morning he was quietly happy as usual, and in the evening, when the bells were ringing for vespers, he was laid out upon the table. This happened soon after the birth of the second child, Nikolai. Mother had done as she had promised, and matters were put right for me at school, but I was soon involved in another scrape.


    One day, at the time of evening tea, I was coming into the kitchen from the yard when I heard a distressful cry from mother:


    “Eugen, I beg you, I beg!”


    “Non sense!” said my stepfather.


    “But you are going to her I know it!”


    “Well?”


    For some seconds they were both silent; then mother said, coughing:


    “What vile trash you are!”


    I heard him strike her, and rushing into the room I saw that mother, who had fallen on to her knees, was resting her back and elbows against a chair, with her chest forward and her head thrown back, with a rattling in her throat, and terribly glittering eyes; while he, dressed in his best, with a new overcoat, was striking her in the chest with his long foot. I seized a knife from the table a knife with a bone handle set in silver, which they used to cut bread with, the only thing belonging to my father which remained to mother I seized it and struck with all my force at my step-father’s side.


    By good luck mother was in time to push Maximov away, and the knife going sideways tore a wide hole in his overcoat, and only grazed his skin. My step-father, gasping, rushed from the room holding his side, and mother seized me and lifted me up; then with a groan threw me on the floor. My stepfather took me away from her when he returned from the yard.


    Late that evening, when, in spite of everything, he had gone out, mother came to me behind the stove, gently took me in her arms, kissed me, and said, weeping:


    “Forgive me; it was my fault! Oh, my dear! How could you? ... And with a knife ...?”


    I remember with perfect clearness how I said to her that I would kill my stepfather and myself too. And I think I should have done it; at any rate I should have made the attempt. Even now I can see that contemptible long leg, in braided trousers, flung out into the air, and kicking a woman’s breast. Many years later that unfortunate Maximov died before my eyes in a hospital. I had then become strangely attached to him, and I wept to see the light in his beautiful, roving eyes grow dim, and finally go out altogether; but even in that sad moment, although my heart was full of a great grief, I could not forget that he had kicked my mother.


    As I remember these oppressive horrors of our wild Russian life, I ask myself often whether it is worth while to speak of them. And then, with restored confidence, I answer myself “It is worth while because it is actual, vile fact, which has not died out, even in these days a fact which must be traced to its origin, and pulled up by the root from the memories, the souls of the people, and from our narrow, sordid lives.”


    And there is another and more important reason impelling me to describe these horrors. Although they are so disgusting, although they oppress us and crush many beautiful souls to death, yet the Russian is still so healthy and young in heart that he can and does rise above them. For in this amazing life of ours not only does the animal side of our nature flourish and grow fat, but with this animalism there has grown up, triumphant in spite of it, bright, healthful and creative a type of humanity which inspires us to look forward to our regeneration, to the time when we shall all live peacefully and humanely.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    Chapter XIII


    
      
    


    ONCE more I found myself at grandfather’s. “Well, robber, what do you want?” were his words of greeting; and he accompanied them by rapping his fingers on the table. “I am not going to feed you any longer; let your grandmother do it.”


    “And so I will,” said grandmother. “Ekh! what ill-luck. Just think of it.”


    “All right, feed him if you want to,” cried grandfather; then growing calmer, he explained to me:


    “She and I live quite separately now; we have nothing to do with each other.”


    Grandmother, sitting under the window, was making lace with swift movements; the shuttle snapped gaily, and the pillow, thickly sewn with copper pins, shone like a golden hedgehog in the spring sunlight. And grandmother herself one would think she had been cast in copper was unchanged. But grandfather was more wizened, more wrinkled; his sandy hair had grown gray, and his calm, self-important manner had given way to a fuming fussiness; his green eyes had grown dim, and had a suspicious expression. Laughingly, grandmother told me of the division of property which had taken place between herself and grandfather; he had given her all the pots and pans and crockery ware, saying:


    “Here is your little lot, and don’t you ask me for anything else.”


    Thereupon he took all her old clothes and things, including a cloak of fox fur, and sold them for seven hundred roubles, and put the money out at interest to his Jew godson, the fruit merchant. Finally the malady of avarice fastened upon him, and he became lost to shame; he began to go about amongst his old acquaintances, his former colleagues, rich merchants, and complaining that he had been ruined by his children, would ask for money to help him in his poverty. He profited by their regard for him, for they gave to him generously large sums in notes which he flourished boastfully in grandmother’s face, taunting her, like a child:


    “Look, fool, they won’t give you a hundredth part of that.”


    The money which he obtained in this way he put out at interest with a new friend of his a tall, bald furrier called, in the village, Khlist (a horsewhip), and his sister, a shopkeeper a fat, red-cheeked woman with brown eyes, dark and sweet like virgin-honey.


    All expenses in the house were carefully divided: one day the dinner was prepared by grandmother from provisions bought with her own money; and the next day it was grandfather who provided the food and his dinners were never as good as hers, for grandmother bought good meat while he bought such stuff as liver and lights and scraps of meat. They each had their own store of tea and sugar, but the tea was brewed in the same teapot, and grandfather would say anxiously:


    “Wait! Wait a moment! ... How much have you put in?”


    Shaking the tea-leaves out on to his palm, he would carefully measure them out, saying:


    “Your tea is finer than mine, so I ought to put in less, as mine is a large leaf.”


    He was very particular that grandmother should pour out his tea and her own both equally strong, and that she should fill her cup only as often as he filled his.


    “What about the last one?” she asked, just before she had poured out all the tea.


    Grandfather looked into the teapot and said:


    “There ‘s plenty there for the last one.”


    Even the oil for the image-lamp he bought separately and this after fifty years of united labor!


    These tricks of grandfather amused and disgusted me at the same time, but to grandmother they were simply funny.


    “You be quiet!” she would say pacifyingly to me.


    “What of it? He is an old, old man, and he is getting silly; that ‘s all. He must be eighty, or not far off it. Let him play the fool; what harm does it do any one? And I will do a little work for myself and you never mind!”


    I also began to earn a little money; in the holidays, early in the morning, I took a bag and went about the yards and streets collecting bones, rags, paper and nails. Rag-merchants would give two greevin (twenty kopecks) for a pood (forty pounds) of rags and paper, or iron, and ten or eight kopecks for a pood of bones. I did this work on week days after school too, and on Saturdays I sold articles at thirty kopecks or half a rouble each, and sometimes more if I was lucky. Grandmother took the money away from me and put it quickly into the pocket of her skirt, and praised me, looking down:


    “There! Thank you, my darling. This will do for our food. ... You have done very well.”


    One day I saw her holding five kopecks of mine in her hands, looking at them, and quietly crying; and one muddy tear hung from the tip of her spongy, pumicestone-like nose.


    A more profitable game than rag-picking was the theft of logs and planks from the timber-yards on the banks of the Oka, or on the Island of Pesk, where, hi fair time, iron was bought and sold in hastily built booths. After the fairs the booths used to be taken down, but the poles and planks were stowed away in the boathouses, and remained there till close on the time of the spring floods. A small houseowner would give ten kopecks for a good plank, and it was possible to steal two a day. But for the success of the undertaking, bad weather was essential, when a snowstorm or heavy rains would drive the watchmen to hide themselves under cover.


    I managed to pick up some friendly accomplices one ten-year-old son of a Morduan beggar, Sanka Vyakhir, a kind, gentle boy always tranquilly happy; kinless Kostrom, lanky and lean, with tremendous black eyes, who in his thirteenth year was sent to a colony of young criminals for stealing a pair of doves; the little Tartar Khabi, a twelve-year-old “strong man,” simple-minded and kind; blunt-nosed Yaz, the son of a graveyard watchman and grave-digger, a boy of eight, taciturn as a fish, and suffering from epilepsy; and the eldest of all was the son of a widowed dress-maker, Grishka Tchurka, a sensible, straightforward boy, who was terribly handy with his fists. We all lived in the same street.


    Theft was not counted as a crime in our village; it had become a custom, and was practically the only means the half-starved natives had of getting a livelihood. Fairs lasting a month and a half would not keep them for a whole year, and many respectable householders “did a little work on the river” catching logs and planks which were borne along by the tide, and carrying them off separately or in small loads at a time; but the chief form this occupation took was that of thefts from barges, or in a general prowling up and down the Volga or Oka on the lookout for anything which was not properly secured. The grown-up people used to boast on Sundays of their successes, and the youngsters listened and learned.


    In the springtime, during the spell of heat before the fair, when the village streets were full of drunken workmen, cabmen, and all classes of working folk, the village children used to rummage in their pockets. This was looked upon as legitimate business, and they carried it on under the very eyes of their elders. They stole his tools from the carpenter, the keys from the heedless cabman, the harness from the dray-horse, and the iron from the axles of the cart. But our little band did not engage in that sort of thing. Tchurka announced one day in a tone of decision:


    “I am. not going to steal. Mamka does not allow it.”


    “And I am afraid to,” said Khabi.


    Kostrom was possessed by an intense dislike for the little thieves; he pronounced the word “thieves” with peculiar force, and when he saw strange children picking the pockets of tipsy men he drove them away, and if he happened to catch one of them he gave him a good beating. This large-eyed, unhappy-looking boy imagined himself to be grown-up; he walked with a peculiar gait, sideways, just like a porter, and tried to speak in a thick, gruff voice, and was very reserved and self-possessed, like an old man.


    Vyakhir believed that to steal was to sin.


    But to take planks and poles from Pesk, that was not accounted a sin; none of us were afraid of that, and we so ordered matters as to make it very easy to succeed. Some evening, when it was beginning to grow dark, or by day, if it was bad weather, Vyakhir and Yaz set out for Pesk, crossing the creek by the wet ice. They went openly, for the purpose of drawing on themselves the attention of the watchmen, while we four crossed over separately without being seen. While the watchmen, suspicious of Yaz and Vyakhir, were occupied in watching them, we betook ourselves to the boathouse, which we had fixed upon beforehand, chose something to carry off, and while our fleet-footed companions were teasing the watchmen, and luring them to pursuit, we made off home. Each one of us had a piece of string with a large nail, bent like a hook, at the end of it, which we fastened in the plank or pole, and thus were able to drag it across the snow and ice. The watchmen hardly ever saw us, and if they did see us they were never able to overtake us.


    When we had sold our plunder we divided the gains into six shares, which sometimes came to as much as five or seven kopecks each. On that money it was possible to live very comfortably for a day, but Vyakhir’s mother beat him if he did not bring her something for a glass of brandy or a little drop of vodka. Kostrom was saving his money, dreaming of the establishment of a pigeon-hunt. The mother of Tchurka was ill, so he tried to work as much as possible. Khabi also saved his money, with the object of returning to his native town, whence he had been brought by his uncle who had been drowned at Nijni soon after his arrival. Khabi had forgotten what the town was called; all he remembered was that it stood on the Kama, close by the Volga. For some reason we always made fun of this town, and we used to tease the cross-eyed Tartar by singing:


    “On the Kama a town there is, But nobody knows where it is! Our hands to it will never reach, Our feet to find it we cannot teach.”


    At first Khabi used to get angry with us, but one day Vyakhir said to him in his cooing voice, which justified his nickname:


    “What is the matter with you? Surely you are not angry with your comrades.”


    The Tartar was ashamed of himself, and after that he used to join us in singing about the town on the Kama.


    But all the same we preferred picking up rags and bones to stealing planks. The former was particularly interesting in the springtime, when the snow had melted, and after the rain had washed the street pavements clean. There, by the place where the fair was held, we could always pick up plenty of nails and pieces of iron in the gutter, and occasionally we found copper and silver coins; but to propitiate the watchman, so that he would not chase us away or seize our sacks, we had to give him a few kopecks or make profound obeisances to him. But we found it no easy task to get money. Nevertheless, we got on very well together, and though we sometimes disputed a little amongst ourselves, I do not remember that we ever had one serious quarrel.


    Our peacemaker was Vyakhir, who always had some simple words ready, exactly suited to the occasion, which astonished us and put us to shame. He uttered them himself in a tone of astonishment. Yaz’s spiteful sallies neither offended nor upset him; in his opinion everything bad was unnecessary, and he would reject it calmly and convincingly.


    “Well, what is the use of it?” he would ask, and we saw clearly that it was no use.


    He called his mother “my Morduan,” and we did not laugh at him.


    “My Morduan rolled home tipsy again last evening,” he would tell us gaily, flashing his round, gold-colored eyes. “She kept the door open, and sat on the step and sang like a hen.”


    “What did she sing?” asked Tchurka, who liked to be precise.


    Vyakhir, slapping his hands on his knees, reproduced his mother’s song in a thin voice:


    “Shepherd, tap thy window small,

    Whilst we run about the mall;

    Tap, tap again, quick bird of night,

    With piping music, out of sight,

    On the village cast thy spell.”


    
      
    


    He knew many passionate songs like this, and sang them very well.


    “Yes,” he continued, “so she went to sleep on the doorstep, and the room got so cold I was shivering from head to foot, and got nearly frozen to death; but she was too heavy for me to drag her in. I said to her this morning, ‘What do you mean by getting so dreadfully drunk?’ ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘it is all right. Bear with me a little longer. I shall soon be dead.’


    “She will soon be dead,” repeated Tchurka, in a serious tone. “She is already dropsical.”


    “Would you be sorry?” I asked.


    “Of course I should,” exclaimed Vyakhir, astonished. “She is all right with me, you know.”


    And all of us, although we knew that the Morduan beat Vyakhir continually, believed that she was “all right,” and sometimes even, when we had had a bad day, Tchurka would suggest:


    “Let us put our kopecks together to buy Vyakhir’s mother some brandy, or she will beat him.”


    The only ones in our company who could read and write were Tchurka and I. Vyakhir greatly envied us, and would murmur, as he took himself by his pointed, mouse-like ears:


    “As soon as my Morduan is buried I shall go to school too. I shall go on my knees to the teacher and beg him to take me, and when I have finished learning I will go as gardener to the Archbishop, or perhaps to the Emperor himself.”


    In the spring the Morduan, in company with an old man, who was a collector for a church building-fund, and a bottle of vodka, was crushed by the fall of a wood-stack; they took the woman to the hospital, and practical Tchurka said to Vyakhir:


    “Come and live with me, and my mother will teach you to read and write.”


    And in a very short time Vyakhir, holding his head high, could read the inscription: “Grocery Store,” only he read “Balakeinia,” and Tchurka corrected him:


    “Bakaleinia, my good soul.”


    “I know but the letters jump about so. They jump because they are pleased that they are being read.”


    He surprised us all, and made us laugh very much by his love of trees and grass. The soil of the village was sandy and vegetation was scanty in some of the yards stood a miserable willow tree, or some straggling elder bushes, or a few gray, dry blades of grass hid themselves timidly under a fence but if one of us sat on them, Vyakhir would cry angrily:


    “Why must you sit on the grass? Why don’t you sit on the gravel? It is all the same to you, isn’t it?”


    In his opinion there was no sense in breaking off branches from the willow, or plucking elder flowers, or cutting weeping willow twigs on the banks of the Oka; he always expressed great surprise when we did this, shrugged his shoulders, and spread out his hands:


    “Why on earth do you want to break everything? Look what you have done, you devils!” And before his astonishment we were ashamed.


    We had contrived a very merry game for Saturdays, and we were preparing for it all the week by collecting all the troddendown bast shoes we could find and storing them in convenient corners. Then on Saturday evening when the Tartar porters came home from the Siberian ports, we took up a position at the cross-roads and pelted the Tartars with shoes.


    At first this used to irritate them, and they ran after us, and abused us; but the game soon began to interest them, and knowing what they might expect they appeared on the field of battle also armed with a quantity of bast shoes, and what is more, they found out where we kept our war materials and stole them. We made a complaint about this “It is not playing the game!” Then they divided the shoes, giving us half, and the fight began. Generally they drew themselves up in an open place, in the middle of the cross-roads, and with yells we ran round them, hurling the shoes. They also yelled, and laughed loud enough to deafen any one when one of us buried his head in the sand, having been thrown down by a shoe adroitly hurled under his feet.


    This game would be carried on with zest for a long time, sometimes till it was nearly dark; and the inhabitants used to gather round, or watch us from corners, and grumble, because they thought it was the right thing to do. The dusty shoes flew about like crows in the damp air; sometimes one of us was hit hard, but the pleasure of the game was greater than pain or injury.


    The Tartars were not less keen on it than we were; often when we had finished playing we went with them to an eating-house where they fed us with a special sweet kind of preserve made with fruit, and after supper we drank thick, brick-colored tea, with sweet-meats. We liked these people, whose strength matched their great size; there was something about them so childlike and transparent. The points which most struck me about them were their meekness, their unwavering good-nature, and their grave, impressive respect for each other.


    They all laughed so heartily that the tears ran down their faces; and one of them, a native of Kassimov, with a broken nose, was a man renowned for his strength. One day he carried, from a barge which was at some distance from the shore, a bell weighing twenty-seven poods, and he roared out laughing as he cried: “Voo! Voo!”


    One day he made Vyakhir sit on the palm of his hand, and lifting him on high, he said:


    “Look where you are living now, right up in the sky.”


    In bad weather we used to assemble at Yaz’s home, in the burial-ground, where his father’s lodge was. This father was an individual with hoisted bones, long arms, and a small head; mud-colored hair grew on his face. His head looked like a burdock set on his long, thin neck, as on a stalk. He had a delightful way of half closing his yellow eyes and muttering rapidly:


    “God give us rest. Ouch!”


    We bought three zolotniks of tea, eight portions of sugar, some bread, and, of course, a portion of vodka for Yaz’s father, who was sternly ordered about by Tchurka:


    “Good for nothing peasant, get the samovar ready.”


    The peasant laughed and prepared the tin samovar; and while we discussed business as we waited for tea to be ready, he gave us good advice:


    “Look here! The day after tomorrow is the month’s mind of Trusov, and there will be some feasting going on there ... . There ‘s a place to pick up bones.”


    “The cook collects all the bones at Trusov’s,” observed Tchurka, who knew everything.


    Vyakhir said dreamily, as he looked out of the window on the graveyard:


    “We shall soon be able to go out to the woods.”


    Yaz was always silent, looking at us all expressively with his sad eyes. In silence he showed us his toys wooden soldiers which he had found in a rubbish pit, horses without legs, pieces of copper, and buttons.


    His father set the table with cups and saucers of various patterns, and brought in the samovar. Kostrom sat down to pour out tea, and he, when he had drunk his vodka, climbed on the stove, and stretching out his long neck, surveyed us with vinous eyes, and muttered:


    “Ouch! So you must take your ease, as if you were not little boys at all, eh”? Ach! thieves ... God give us rest!”


    Vyakhir said to him:


    “We are not thieves at all.”


    “Well little thieves then.”


    If Yaz’s father became too tiresome, Tchurka cried angrily:


    “Be quiet, you trashy peasant!”


    Vyakhir, Tchurka and I could not bear to hear the man counting up the number of houses which contained people in ill-health, or trying to guess how many of the villagers would die soon; he spoke so calculatingly and pitilessly, and seeing that what he said was objectionable to us, he purposely teased and tormented us:


    “Oh, so you are afraid, young masters’? Well, well! And before long a certain stout person will die ekh! And long may he rot in his grave!”


    We tried to stop him, but he would not leave off.


    “And, you know, you’ve got to die too; you can’t live long in this cesspool!”


    “Well,” said Vyakhir, “that’s all right; and when we die they will make angels of us.”


    “Yo u?” exclaimed Yaz’s father, catching his breath in amazement. “You? Angels?”


    He chuckled, and then began to tease us again by telling us disgusting stories about dead people.


    But sometimes this man began to talk in a murmur, lowering his voice strangely:


    “Listen, children ... wait a bit! The day before yesterday they buried a female ... and I knew her history, children. ... What do you think the woman was?”


    He often spoke about women, and always obscenely; yet there was something appealing and plaintive about his stories he invited us to share his thoughts, as it were and we listened to him attentively. He spoke in an ignorant and unintelligent manner, frequently interrupting his speech by questions; but his stories always left some disturbing splinters or fragments in one’s memory.


    “They ask her: ‘Who set the place on fire?’ ‘I did!’ ‘How can that be, foolish woman, when you were not at home that night, but lying ill in the hospital?’ ‘I set the place on fire.’ That ‘s the way she kept on. ... Why? Ouch! God give us rest.”


    He knew the life story of nearly every female inhabitant of the place who had been buried by him in that bare, melancholy graveyard, and it seemed as if he were opening the doors of houses, which we entered, and saw how the occupiers lived; and it made us feel serious and important. He would have gone on talking all night till the morning apparently, but as soon as the lodge window grew cloudy, and the twilight closed in upon it, Tchurka rose from the table and said: .


    “I am going home, or Mamka will be frightened. Who is coming with me?”


    We all went away then. Yaz conducted us to the fence, closed the gate after us, and pressing his dark, bony face against the grating, said in a thick voice:


    “Good-by.”


    We called out “Good-by” to him too. It was always hard to leave him in the graveyard. Kostrom said one day, looking back:


    “We shall come and ask for him one day and he will be dead.”


    “Yaz has a worse life than any of us,” Tchurka said frequently; but Vyakhir always rejoined:


    “We don’t have a bad time any of us!”


    And when I look back I see that we did not have a bad time. That independent life so full of contrasts was very attractive to me, and so were my comrades, who inspired me with a desire to be always doing them a good turn.


    My life at school had again become hard; the pupils nicknamed me “The Ragman” and “The Tramp,” and one day, after a quarrel, they told the teacher that I smelt like a drain, and that they could not sit beside me. I remember how deeply this accusation cut me, and how hard it was for me to go to school after it. The complaint had been made up out of malice. I washed very thoroughly every morning, and I never went to school in the clothes I wore when I was collecting rags.


    However, in the end I passed the examination for the third class, and received as prizes bound copies of the Gospels and the “Fables of Krilov,” and another book unbound which bore the unintelligible title of “Fata–Morgana”; they also gave me some sort of laudatory certificates. When I took my presents home, grandfather was delighted, and announced his intention of taking the books away from me and locking them up in his box. But grandmother had been lying ill for several days, penniless, and grandfather continually sighed and squeaked out: “You will eat me out of house and home. Ugh! You!” so I took the books to a little shop, where I sold them for fifty-five kopecks, and gave the money to grandmother; as to the certificates I spoiled them by scribbling over them, and then handed them to grandfather, who took them without turning them over, and so put them away, without noticing the mischief I had done, but I paid for it later on.


    As school had broken up I began to live in the streets once more, a d I found it better than ever.


    It was in the middle of spring, and money was earned easily; on Sundays the whole company of us went out into the fields, or into the woods, where the foliage was fresh and young, early in the morning, and did not return till late in the evening, pleasantly tired, and drawn together closer than ever.


    But this form of existence did not last long. My stepfather, dismissed for getting into debt, had disappeared again, and mother came back to grandfather, with my little brother Nikolai, and I had to be nurse, for grandmother had gone to live at the house of a rich merchant in the town, where she worked at stitching shrouds.


    Mother was so weak and anemic that she could hardly walk, and she had a terrible expression in her eyes as she looked about her. My brother was scrofulous, and covered with painful ulcers, and so weak that he could not even cry aloud and only whimpered when he was hungry. When he had been fed he slumbered, breathing with a strange sound like the soft mewing of a kitten.


    Observing him attentively, grandfather said:


    “He ought to have plenty of good food; but I have not got enough to feed you all.”


    Mother, sitting on the bed in the corner, sighed, and said in a hoarse voice:


    “He does not want much.”


    “A little for one and a little for another soon mounts up.”


    He waved his hand as he turned to me:


    “Nikolai must be kept out in the sun in some sand.”


    I dragged out a sack of clean sand, turned it out in a heap in a place where the sun was full on it, and buried my brother in it up to his neck, as grandfather told me. The little boy loved sitting in the sand; he cooed sweetly, and flashed his bright eyes upon me extraordinary eyes they were, without whites, just blue pupils surrounded by brilliant rings.


    I became attached to my little brother at once. It seemed to me that he understood all my thoughts as I lay beside him on the sand under the window, whence the sound of grandfather’s shrill voice proceeded:


    “If he dies and he won’t have much difficulty about it you will have a chance to live.”


    Mother answered by a long fit of coughing.


    Getting his hands free, the little boy held them out to me, shaking his small white head; he had very little hair, and what there was was almost gray, and his tiny face had an old and wise expression. If a hen or a cat came near us Kolai would gaze at it for a long time, then he would look at me and smile almost significantly. That smile of his disturbed me. Was it possible that he felt that I found it dull being with him, and was longing to run out to the street and leave him there?


    The yard was small, close, and dirty; from the gate were built a succession of sheds and cellars ending at the washhouse. All the roofs were made of pieces of old boats logs, boards, and damp bits of wood which had been secured by the inhabitants of the neighborhood when the ice was breaking on the Oka, or at flood-time and the whole yard was an unsightly conglomeration of heaps of wood of all sorts, which, being saturated with water, sweated in the sun and emitted an intensified odor of rottenness.


    Next door there was a slaughter-house for the smaller kind of cattle, and almost every morning could be heard the bellowing of calves and the bleating of sheep, and the smell of blood became so strong sometimes that it seemed to me that it hovered in the air in the shape of a transparent, purple net.


    When the animals bellowed as the butt-end of the ax struck them between the horns, Kolai would blink and blow out his lips, as if he wanted to imitate the sound; but all he could do was to breathe:


    “Phoo . .”


    At midday grandfather, putting his head out of the window, would call:


    “Dinner!”


    He used to feed the child himself, holding him on his knees, pressing potatoes and bread into Kolai’s mouth, and smearing them all over his thin lips and pointed chin. When he had given him a little food grandfather would lift up the little boy’s shirt, poke his swollen stomach with his fingers, and debate with himself aloud:


    “Will that do? Or must I give him some more?”


    Then my mother’s voice would be heard, proceeding from her dark corner:


    “Look at him! He is reaching for the bread.”


    “Stupid child! How can he possibly know how much he ought to eat?” And again he gave Kolai something to chew.


    I used to feel ashamed when I looked on at this feeding business; a lump seemed to rise in my throat and make me feel sick.


    “That will do,” grandfather would say, at length. “Take him to his mother.”


    I took Kolai; he wailed and stretched his hands out to the table. Mother, raising herself with difficulty, came to meet me, holding out her hideously dry, fleshless arms, so long and thin just like branches broken off a Christmas-tree.


    She had become almost dumb, hardly ever uttering a word in that passionate voice of hers, but lying in silence all day long in her corner slowly dying. That she was dying I felt, I knew yes. And grandfather spoke too often, in his tedious way, of death, especially in the evening, when it grew dark in the yard, and a smell of rottenness, warm and woolly, like a sheep’s fleece, crept in at the window.


    Grandfather’s bed stood in the front corner, almost under the image, and he used to lie there with his head towards it and the window, and mutter for a long time in the darkness:


    “Well the time has come for us to die. How shall we stand before our God? What shall we say to Him? All our life we have been struggling. What have we done”? And with what object have we done it?’


    I slept on the floor between the stove and the window; I had not enough room, so I had to put my feet in the oven, and the cockroaches used to tickle them. This corner afforded me not a little malicious enjoyment, for grandfather was continually breaking the window with the end of the oven-rake, or the poker, during his cooking operations; and it was very comical to see, and very strange, I thought, that any one so clever as grandfather should not think of cutting down the rake.


    One day when there was something boiling in a pot on the fire he was in a hurry, and he used the rake so carelessly that he broke the window-frame, two panes of glass, and upset the saucepan on the hearth and broke it. The old man was in such a rage that he sat on the floor and cried.


    “OLord! OLord!”


    That day, when he had gone out, I took a bread knife and cut the oven-rake down to a quarter or a third of its size; but when grandfather saw what I had done, he scolded me:


    “Cursed devil! It ought to have been sawn through with a saw. We might have made rolling-pins out of the end, and sold them, you devil’s spawn!”


    Throwing his arms about wildly, he ran out of the door, and mother said:


    “You ought not to have meddled . . .”


    She died one Sunday in August about midday. My stepfather had only just returned from his travels, and had obtained a post somewhere. Grandmother had taken Kolai to him to a newly done-up flat near the station, and mother was to be carried there in a few days.


    In the morning of the day of her death she said to me in a low but a lighter and clearer voice than I had heard from her lately:


    “Go to Eugen Vassilev, and ask him to come to me.”


    Lifting herself up in bed by pressing her hands against the wall, she added:


    “Run quickly!”


    I thought she was smiling, and that there was a new light in her eyes.


    My stepfather was at Mass, and grandmother sent me to get some snuff for her; there was no prepared snuff at hand, so I had to wait while the shopkeeper got it, then I took it back to grandmother.


    When I returned to grandfather’s, mother was sitting at the table dressed in a clean, lilac-colored frock, with her hair prettily dressed, and looking as splendid as she used to look.


    “You are feeling better?” I asked, with a feeling of inexplicable fear.


    Looking at me fixedly, she said:


    “Come here! Where have you been? Eh?”


    Before I had time to reply, she seized me by the hair, and grasping in her other hand a long, flexible knife, made out of a saw, she flourished it several times and struck me with the flat of it. It slipped from her hands to the floor.


    “Pick it up and give it to me ... .”


    I picked up the knife and threw it on the table, and mother pushed me away from her. I sat on the ledge of the stove and watched her movements in a state of terror.


    Rising from the chair she slowly made her way towards her own corner, lay down on the bed, and wiped her perspiring face with a handkerchief. Her hands moved uncertainly; twice she missed her face and touched the pillow instead.


    “Give me some water. ...”


    I scooped some water out of a pail with a cup, and lifting her head with difficulty, she drank a little. Then she pushed my hand away with her cold hand, and drew a deep breath. Then after looking at the corner where the icon was, she turned her eyes on me, moved her lips as if she were smiling, and slowly let her long lashes droop over her eyes. Her elbows were pressed closely against her sides, and her hands, on which the fingers were weakly twitching, crept about her chest, moving towards her throat. A shadow fell upon her face, invading every part of it, staining the skin yellow, sharpening the nose. Her mouth was open as if she were amazed at something, but her breathing was not audible. I stood, for how long I do not know, by my mother’s bedside, with the cup in my hand, watching her face grow frozen and gray.


    When grandfather came in I said to him:


    “Mother is dead.”


    He glanced at the bed.


    “Why are you telling lies?”


    He went to the stove and took out the pie, rattling the dampers deafeningly.


    I looked at him, knowing that mother was dead, and waiting for him to find it out.


    My stepfather came in dressed in a sailor’s pea-jacket, with a white cap. He noiselessly picked up a chair and took it over to mother’s bed, when suddenly he let it fall with a crash to the floor and cried in a loud voice, like a trumpet:


    “Yes she is dead! Look!”


    Grandfather, with wide-open eyes, softly moved away from the stove with the damper in his hand, stumbling like a blind man.


    A few days after my mother’s funeral, grandfather said to me:


    “Now, Lexei you must not hang round my neck. There is no room for you here. You will have to go out into the world.”


    And so I went out into the world.
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    I WENT out into the world as “shop-boy” at a fashionable boot-shop in the main street of the town.


    My master was a small, round man. He had a brown, rugged face, green teeth, and watery, mud-colored eyes. At first I thought he was blind, and to see if my supposition was correct, I made a grimace.


    “Don’t pull your face about!” he said to me gently, but sternly. The thought that those dull eyes could see me was unpleasant, and I did not want to believe that this was the case. Was it not more than probable that he had guessed I was making grimaces?


    “I told you not to pull your face about,” he said again, hardly moving his thick lips.


    “Don’t scratch your hands,” his dry whisper came to me, as it were, stealthily. “You are serving in a first-class shop in the main street of the town, and you must not forget it. The door-boy ought to stand like a statue.”


    I did not know what a statue was, and I couldn’t help scratching my hands, which were covered with red pimples and sores, for they had been simply devoured by vermin.


    “What did you do for a living when you were at home?” asked my master, looking at my hands.


    I told him, and he shook his round head, which was closely covered with gray hair, and said in a shocked voice:


    “Rag-picking! Why, that is worse than begging or stealing!”


    I informed him, not without pride:


    “But I stole as well.”


    At this he laid his hands on his desk, looking just like a cat with her paws up, and fixed his eyes on my face with a terrified expression as he whispered:


    “Wha — a — t? How did you steal?”


    I explained how and what I had stolen.


    “Well, well, I look upon that as nothing but a prank. But if you rob me of boots or money, I will have you put in prison, and kept there for the rest of your life.”


    He said this quite calmly, and I was frightened, and did not like him any more.


    Besides the master, there were serving in the shop my cousin, Sascha Jaakov, and the senior assistant, a competent, unctuous person with a red face. Sascha now wore a brown frock-coat, a false shirt-front, a cravat, and long trousers, and was too proud to take any notice of me.


    When grandfather had brought me to my master, he had asked Sascha to help me and to teach me. Sascha had frowned with an air of importance as he said warningly:


    “He will have to do what I tell him, then.”


    Laying his hand on my head, grandfather had forced me to bend my neck.


    “You are to obey him; he is older than you both in years and experience.”


    And Sascha said to me, with a nod:


    “Don’t forget what grandfather has said.” He lost no time in profiting by his seniority.


    “Kashirin, don’t look so goggle-eyed,” his master would advise him.


    “I — I ‘m all right,” Sascha would mutter, putting his head down. But the master would not leave him alone.


    “Don’t butt; the customers will think you are a goat.”


    The assistant smiled respectfully, the master stretched his lips in a hideous grin, and Sascha, his face flushing, retreated behind the counter. I did not like the tone of these conversations. Many of the words they used were unintelligible to me, and sometimes they seemed to be speaking in a strange language. When a lady customer came in, the master would take his hands out of his pockets, tug at his mustache, and fix a sweet smile upon his face — a smile which wrinkled his cheeks, but did not change the expression of his dull eyes. The assistant would draw himself up, with his elbows pressed closely against his sides, and his wrists respectfully dangling. Sascha would blink shyly, trying to hide his protruding eyes, while I would stand at the door, surreptitiously scratching my hands, and observing the ceremonial of selling.


    Kneeling before the customer, the assistant would try on shoes with wonderfully deft fingers. He touched the foot of the woman so carefully that his hands trembled, as if he were afraid of breaking her leg. But the leg was stout enough. It looked like a bottle with sloping shoulders, turned neck downward.


    One of these ladies pulled her foot away one day, shrieking:


    “Oh, you are tickling me!”


    “That is — because — you are so sensitive,” the assistant explained hastily, with warmth.


    It was comical to watch him fawning upon the customers, and I had to turn and look through the glass of the door to keep myself from laughing. But something used to draw me back to watcli the sale. The proceedings of the assistant were very interesting, and while I looked at him I was thinking that I should never be able to make my fingers move so delicately, or so deftly put boots on other people’s feet.


    It often happened that the master went away from the shop into a little room behind it, and he would call Sascha to him, leaving the assistant alone with the customer. Once, lingering over the foot of a red-haired woman, he took it between his fingers and kissed it.


    “Oh,” breathed the woman, “what a bold man you are!”


    He puffed out his cheeks and emitted a long-drawn-out sound:


    “O — O — hi”


    At this I laughed so much that, to keep my feet, I had to hang on to the handle of the door. It flew open, and my head knocked against one of the panes of glass and broke it. The assistant stamped his foot at me, my master hit me on the head with his heavy gold ring, and Sascha tried to pull my ears. In the evening, when we were on our way home, he said to me, sternly:


    “You will lose your place for doing things like that. I ‘d like to know where the joke comes in.” And then he explained: “If ladies take a fancy to the assistant, it is good for trade. A lady may not be in need of boots, but she comes in and buys what she does not want just to have a look at the assistant, who pleases her. But you — you can’t understand! One puts oneself out for you, and—”


    This incensed me. No one put himself out for me, and he least of all.


    In the morning the cook, a sickly, disagreeable woman, used to call me before him. I had to clean the boots and brush the clothes of the master, the assistant, and Sascha, get the samovar ready, bring in wood for all the stoves, and wash up. When I got to the shop I had to sweep the floor, dust, get the tea ready, carry goods to the customers, and go home to fetch the dinner, my duty at the door being taken in the meantime by Sascha, who, finding it lowering to his dignity, rated me.


    “Lazy young wretch! I have to do all your work for you.”


    This was a wearisome, dull life for me. I was accustomed to live independently in the sandy streets of Kunavin, on the banks of the turbid Oka, in the fields or woods, from morning to night. I was parted from grandmother and from my comrades. I had no one to speak to, and life was showing me her seamy, false side. There were occasions on which a customer went away without making ‘ a purchase, when all three would feel themselves affronted. The master would put his sweet smile away in his pocket as he said:


    “Kashirin, put these things away.” Then he would grumble:


    “There’s a pig of a woman! The fool found it dull sitting at home, so she must come and turn our shop upside down! If you were my wife, I ‘d give you something!”


    His wife, a dried-up woman with black eyes and a large nose, simply made a doormat of him. She used to scold him as if he were a servant.


    Often, after he had shown out a frequent customer with polite bows and pleasant words, they would all begin to talk about her in a vile and shameless manner, arousing in me a desire to run into the street after her and tell her what they said. I knew, of course, that people generally speak evil of one another behind one another’s backs, but these spoke of every one in a particularly revolting manner, as if they were in the front rank of good people and had been appointed to judge the rest of the world. Envious of many of them, they were never known to praise any one, and knew something bad about everybody.


    One day there came to the shop a young woman with bright, rosy cheeks and sparkling eyes, attired in a velvet cloak with a collar of black fur. Her face rose out of the fur like a wonderful flower. When she had thrown the cloak off her shoulders and handed it to Sascha, she looked still more beautiful. Her fine figure was fitted tightly with a blue-gray silk robe; diamonds sparkled in her ears. She reminded me of “Vassilissa the Beautiful,” and I could have believed that she was in truth the governor’s wife. They received her with particular respect, bending before her as if she were a bright light, and almost choking themselves in their hurry to get out polite words. All three rushed about the shop like wild things: their reflections bobbed up and down in the glass of the cupboard. But when she left, after having bought some expensive boots in a great hurry, the master, smacking his lips, whistled and said:


    “Hussy!”


    “An actress — that sums her up,” said the assistant, contemptuously. They began to talk of the lovers of the lady and the luxury in which she lived.


    After dinner the master went to sleep in the room behind the shop, and I, opening his gold watch, poured vinegar into the works. It was a moment of supreme joy to me when he awoke and came into the shop, with his watch in his hand, muttering wildly:


    “What can have happened? My watch is all wet.


    I never remember such a thing happening before. It is all wet; it will be ruined.”


    In addition to the burden of my duties in the shop and the housework, I was weighed down by depression. I often thought it would be a good idea to behave so badly that I should get my dismissal. Snow-covered people passed the door of the shop without making a sound. They looked as if on their way to somebody’s funeral. Having meant to accompany the body to the grave, they had been delayed, and, being late for the funeral procession, were hurrying to the graveside. The horses quivered with the effort of making their way through the snow-drifts. From the belfry of the church behind the shop the bells rang out with a melancholy sound every day. It was Lent, and every stroke of the bell fell upon my brain as if it had been a pillow, not hurting, but stupefying and deafening, me. One day when I was in the yard unpacking a case of new goods just received, at the door of the shop, the watchman of the church, a crooked old man, as soft as if he were made of rags and as ragged as if he had been torn to pieces by dogs, approached me.


    “Are you going to be kind and steal some goloshes for me?” he asked.


    I was silent. He sat down on an empty case, yawned, made the sign of the cross over his mouth, and repeated:


    “Will you steal them for me?”


    “It is wrong to steal,” I informed him.


    “But people steal all the same. Old age must have its compensations.”


    He was pleasantly different from the people among whom I lived. I felt that he had a firm belief in my readiness to steal, and I agreed to hand him the goloshes through the window.


    “That’s right,” he said calmly, without enthusiasm. “You are not deceiving me? No, I see that you are not.”


    He was silent for a moment, trampling the dirty, wet snow with the soles of his boots. Then he lit a long pipe, and suddenly startled me.


    “But suppose it is I who deceive you? Suppose I take the goloshes to your master, and tell him that you have sold them to me for half a ruble? What then? Their price is two rubles, and you have sold them for half a ruble. As a present, eh?”


    I gazed at him dumbly, as if he had already done what he said he would do; but he went on talking gently through his nose, looking at his boots, and blowing out blue smoke.


    “Suppose, for example, that your master has said to me, ‘Go and try that youngster, and see if he is a thief? What then?”


    “I shall not give you the goloshes,” I said, angry and frightened.


    “You must give them now that you have promised.”


    He took me by the arm and drew me to him, and, tapping my forehead with his cold fingers, drawled:


    “What are you thinking of, with your ‘take this’ and ‘take that’?”


    “You asked me for them yourself.”


    “I might ask you to do lots of things. I might ask you to come and rob the church. Would you do it? Do you think you can trust everybody? Ah, you young fool!” He pushed me away from him and stood up.


    “I don’t want stolen goloshes. I am not a gentleman, and I don’t wear goloshes. I was only making fun of you. For your simplicity, when Easter comes, I will let you come up into the belfry and ring the bells and look at the town.”


    “I know the town.”


    “It looks better from the belfry.”


    Dragging his broken boots in the snow, he went slowly round the corner of the church, and I looked after him, wondering dejectedly and fearfully whether the old man had really been making fun of me, or had been sent by my master to try me. I did not want to go back to the shop.


    Sascha came hurriedly into the yard and shouted:


    “What the devil has become of you?”


    I shook my pincers at him in a sudden access of rage. I knew that both he and the assistant robbed the master. They would hide a pair of boots or slippers in the stovepipe, and when they left the shop, would slip them into the sleeves of their overcoats. I did not like this, and felt alarmed about it, for I remembered the threats of the master.


    “Are you stealing?” I had asked Sascha.


    “Not I, but the assistant,” he would explain crossly. “I am only helping him. He says, ‘Do as I tell you,’ and I have to obey. If I did not, he would do me some mischief. As for master, he was an assistant himself once, and he understands. But you hold your tongue.”


    As he spoke, he looked in the glass and set his tie straight with just such a movement of his naturally spreading fingers as the senior assistant employed. He was unwearying in his demonstrations of his seniority and power over me, scolding me in a bass voice, and ordering me about with threatening gestures. I was taller than he, but bony and clumsy, while he was compact, flexible, and fleshy. In his frock-coat and long trousers he seemed an important and substantial figure in my eyes, and yet there was something ludicrous and unpleasing about him. He hated the cook, a curious woman, of whom it was impossible to decide whether she was good or bad.


    “What I love most in the world is a fight,” she said, opening wide her burning black eyes. “I don’t care what sort of fight it is, cock-fights, dog-fights, or fights between men. It is all the same to me.”


    And if she saw cocks or pigeons fighting in the yard, she would throw aside her work and watch the fight to the end, standing dumb and motionless at the window. In the evenings she would say to me and Sascha:


    “Why do you sit there doing nothing, children? You had far better be fighting.”


    This used to make Sascha angry.


    “I am not a child, you fool; I am junior assistant.”


    “That does not concern me. In my eyes, while you remain unmarried, you are a child.”


    “Fool! Blockhead!”


    “The devil is clever, but God does not love him.”


    Her talk was a special source of irritation to Sascha, and he used to tease her; but she would look at him contemptuously, askance, and say:


    “Ugh, you beetle! One of God’s mistakes!”


    Sometimes he would tell me to rub blacking or soot on her face when she was asleep, stick pins into her pillow, or play other practical jokes on her; but I was afraid of her. Besides, she slept very lightly and used to wake up frequently. Lighting the lamp, she would sit on the side of her bed, gazing fixedly at something in the corner. Sometimes she came over to me, where I slept behind the stove, and woke me up, saying hoarsely:


    “I can’t sleep, Leksyeka. I am not very well. Talk to me a little.”


    Half asleep, I used to tell her some story, and she would sit without speaking, swaying from side to side. I had an idea that her hot body smelt of wax and incense, and that she would soon die. Every moment I expected to see her fall face downward on the floor and die. In terror I would begin to speak loudly, but she would check me.


    “ ‘S-sh! You will wake the whole place up, and they will think that you are my lover.”


    She always sat near me in the same attitude, doubled up, with her wrists between her knees, squeezing them against the sharp bones of her legs. She had no chest, and even through the thick linen night-dress her ribs were visible, just like the ribs of a broken cask. After sitting a long time in silence, she would suddenly whisper:


    “What if I do die, it is a calamity which happens to all.” Or she would ask some invisible person, “Well, I have lived my life, haven’t If


    “Sleep!” she would say, cutting me short in the middle of a word, and, straightening herself, would creep noiselessly across the dark kitchen.


    “Witch!” Sascha used to call her behind her back.


    I put the question to him:


    “Why don’t you call her that to her face?”


    “Do you think that I am afraid to?” But a second later he said, with a frown: “No, I can’t say it to her face. She may really be a witch.”


    Treating every one with the same scornful lack of consideration, she showed no indulgence to me, but would drag me out of bed at six o’clock every morning, crying:


    “Are you going to sleep forever? Bring the wood in! Get the samovar ready! Clean the door-plate!”


    Sascha would wake up and complain:


    “What are you bawling like that for? I will tell the master. You don’t give any one a chance to sleep.”


    Moving quickly about the kitchen with her lean, withered body, she would flash her blazing, sleepless eyes upon him.


    “Oh, it’s you, God’s mistake? If you were my son, I would give you something!”


    Sascha would abuse her, calling her “accursed one,” and when we were going to the shop he said to me: “We shall have to do something to get her sent away. We’ll put salt in everything when she’s not looking. If everything is cooked with too much salt, they will get rid of her. Or paraffin would do. What are you gaping about?”


    “Why don’t you do it yourself?”


    He snorted angrily:


    “Coward!”


    The cook died under our very eyes. She bent down to pick up the samovar, and suddenly sank to the floor without uttering a word, just as if some one had given her a blow on the chest. She moved over on her side, stretched out her arms, and blood trickled from her mouth.


    We both understood in a flash that she was dead, but, stupefied by terror, we gazed at her a long time without strength to say a word. At last Sascha rushed headlong out of the kitchen, and I, not knowing what to do, pressed close to the window in the light. The master came in, fussily squatted down beside her, and touched her face with his finger.


    “She is dead; that’s certain,” he said. “What can have caused it?” He went into the corner where hung a small image of Nikolai Chudovortz and crossed himself; and, when he had prayed he went to the door and commanded:


    “Kashirin, run quickly and fetch the police!”


    The police came, stamped about, received money for drinks, and went. They returned later, accompanied by a man with a cart, lifted the cook by the legs and the head, and carried her into the street. The mistress stood in the doorway and watched them. Then she said to me:


    “Wash the floor!”


    And the master said:


    “It is a good thing that she died in the evening.”


    I could not understand why it was a good thing. When we went to bed Sascha said to me with unusual gentleness:


    “Don’t put out the lamp!”


    “Are you afraid?”


    He covered his head with the blanket, and lay silent a long time. The night was very quiet, as if it were listening for something, waiting for something. It seemed to me that the next minute a bell rang out, and suddenly the whole town was running and shouting in a great terrified uproar.


    Sascha put his nose out of the blanket and suggested softly:


    “Let’s go and lie on the stove together.”


    “It is hot there.”


    After a silence he said:


    “How suddenly she went off, didn’t she? I am sure she was a witch. I can’t get to sleep.”


    “Nor I, either.”


    He began to tell tales about dead people — how they came out of their graves and wandered till midnight about the town, seeking the place where they had lived and looking for their relations.


    “Dead people can only remember the town,” he said softly; “but they forget the streets and houses at once.”


    It became quieter and quieter and seemed to be getting darker. Sascha raised his head and asked:


    “Would you like to see what I have got in my trunk?”


    I had long wanted to know what he hid in his trunk. He kept it locked with a padlock, and always opened it with peculiar caution. If I tried to peep he would ask harshly:


    “What do you want, eh?”


    When I agreed, he sat up in bed without putting his feet to the floor, and ordered me in a tone of authority to bring the trunk to the bed, and place it at his feet. The key hung round his neck with his baptismal cross. Glancing round at the dark corners of the kitchen, he frowned importantly, unfastened the lock, blew on the lid of the trunk as if it had been hot, and at length, raising it, took out several linen garments.


    The trunk was half-full of chemist’s boxes, packets of variously colored tea-paper, and tins which had contained blacking or sardines.


    “What is it?”


    “You shall see.”


    He put a foot on each side of the trunk and bent over it, singing softly:


    “Czaru nebesnui”


    I expected to see toys. I had never possessed any myself, and pretended to despise them, but not without a feeling of envy for those who did possess them. I was very pleased to think that Sascha, such a serious character, had toys, although he hid them shame-facedly; but I quite understood his shame.


    Opening the first box, he drew from it the frame of a pair of spectacles, put them on his nose, and, looking at me sternly, said:


    “It does not matter about there not being any glasses. This is a special kind of spectacle.”


    “Let me look through them.”


    “They would not suit your eyes. They are for dark eyes, and yours are light,” he explained, and began to imitate the mistress scolding; but suddenly he stopped, and looked about the kitchen with an expression of fear.


    In a blacking tin lay many different kinds of buttons, and he explained to me with pride:


    “I picked up all these in the street. All by myself! I already have thirty-seven.”


    In the third box was a large brass pin, also found in the street; hobnails, worn-out, broken, and whole; buckles off shoes and slippers; brass door-handles, broken bone cane-heads; girls’ fancy combs, “The Dream Book and Oracle”; and many other things of similar value.


    When I used to collect rags I could have picked up ten times as many such useless trifles in one month. Sascha’s things aroused in me a feeling of disillusion, of agitation, and painful pity for him. But he gazed at every single article with great attention, lovingly stroked them with his fingers, and stuck out his thick lips importantly. His protruding eyes rested on them affectionately and solicitously; but the spectacles made his childish face look comical.


    “Why have you kept these things?”


    He flashed a glance at me through the frame of the spectacles, and asked:


    “Would you like me to give you something?”


    “No; I don’t want anything.”


    He was obviously offended at the refusal and the poor impression his riches had made. He was silent a moment; then he suggested quietly:


    “Get a towel and wipe them all; they are covered with dust.”


    When the things were all dusted and replaced, he turned over in the bed, with his face to the wall. The rain was pouring down. It dripped from the roof, and the wind beat against the window. Without turning toward me, Sascha said:


    “You wait! When it is dry in the garden I will show you a thing — something to make you gasp.”


    I did not answer, as I was just dropping off to sleep.


    After a few seconds he started up, and began to scrape the wall with his hands. With quivering earnestness, he said:


    “I am afraid — Lord, I am afraid! Lord, have mercy upon me! What is it?”


    I was numbed by fear at this. I seemed to see the cook standing at the window which looked on the yard, with her back to me, her head bent, and her forehead pressed against the glass, just as she used to stand when she was alive, looking at a cock-fight. Sascha sobbed, and scraped on the wall. I made a great effort and crossed the kitchen, as if I were walking on hot coals, without daring to look around, and lay down beside him. At length, overcome by weariness, we both fell asleep.


    A few days after this there was a holiday. We were in the shop till midday, had dinner at home, and when the master had gone to sleep after dinner, Sascha said to me secretly:


    “Come along!”


    I guessed that I was about to see the thing which was to make me gasp. We went into the garden. On a narrow strip of ground between two houses stood ten old lime-trees, their stout trunks covered with green lichen, their black, naked branches sticking up lifelessly, and not one rook’s nest between them. They looked like monuments in a graveyard. There was nothing besides these trees in the garden; neither bushes nor grass. The earth on the pathway was trampled and black, and as hard as iron, and where the bare ground was visible under last year’s leaves it was also flattened, and as smooth as stagnant water.


    Sascha went to a corner of the fence which hid us from the street, stood under a lime-tree, and, rolling his eyes, glanced at the dirty windows of the neighboring house. Squatting on his haunches, he turned over a heap of leaves with his hands, disclosing a thick root, close to which were placed two bricks deeply embedded in the ground. He lifted these up, and beneath them appeared a piece of roof iron, and under this a square board. At length a large hole opened before my eyes, running under the root of the tree.


    Sascha lit a match and applied it to a small piece of wax candle, which he held over the hole as he said to me:


    “Look in, only don’t be frightened.”


    He seemed to be frightened himself. The piece of candle in his hand shook, and he had turned pale. His lips drooped unpleasantly, his eyes were moist, and he stealthily put his free hand behind his back. He infected me with his terror, and I glanced very cautiously into the depths under the root, which he had made into a vault, in the back of which he had lit three little tapers that filled the cave with a blue light. It was fairly broad, though in depth no more than the inside of a pail. But it was broad, and the sides were closely covered with pieces of broken glass and broken earthenware. In the center, on an elevation, covered with a piece of red cloth, stood a little coffin ornamented with silver paper, half covered with a fragment of material which looked like a brocaded pall. From beneath this was thrust out a little gray bird’s claw and the sharp-billed head of a sparrow. Behind the coffin rose a reading-stand, upon which lay a brass baptismal cross, and around which burned three wax tapers, fixed in candlesticks made out of gold and silver paper which had been wrapped round sweets.


    The thin flames bowed toward the entrance to the cave. The interior was faintly bright with many colored gleams and patches of light. The odor of wax, the warm smell of decay and soil, beat against my face, made my eyes smart, and conjured up a broken rainbow, which made a great display of color. All this aroused in me such an overwhelming astonishment that it dispelled my terror.


    “Is it good?”


    “What is it for?”


    “It is a chapel,” he explained. “Is it like one?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “And the sparrow is a dead person. Perhaps there will be relics of him, because he suffered undeservedly.”


    “Did you find him dead?”


    “No. He flew into the shed and I put my cap over him and smothered him.”


    “But why?”


    “Because I chose to.”


    He looked into my eyes and asked again:


    “Is it good?”


    “No.”


    Then he bent over the hole, quickly covered it with the board, pressed the bricks into the earth with the iron, stood up, and, brushing the dirt from his knees, asked sternly:


    “Why don’t you like it?”


    “I am sorry for the sparrow.”


    He stared at me with eyes which were perfectly stationary, like those of a blind person, and, striking my chest, cried :


    “Fool, it is because you are envious that you say that you do not like it! I suppose you think that the one in your garden in Kanatnoe Street was better done.”


    I remembered my summer-house, and said with conviction:


    “Certainly it was better.”


    Sascha pulled off his coat and threw it on the ground, and, turning up his sleeves, spat on his hands and said:


    “If that is so, we will fight about it.”


    I did not want to fight. My courage was undermined by depression; I felt uneasy as I looked at the wrathful face of my cousin. He made a rush at me, struck my chest with his head, and knocked me over. Then he sat astride of me and cried:


    “Is it to be life or death?”


    But I was stronger than he and very angry. In a few minutes he was lying face downward with his hands behind his head and a rattling in his throat. Alarmed, I tried to help him up, but he thrust me away with his hands and feet. I grew still more alarmed. I went away to one side, not knowing what else to do, and he raised his head and said:


    “Do you know what you have brought on yourself? I will work things so that when the master and mistress are not looking I shall have to complain of you, and then they will dismiss you.”


    He went on scolding and threatening me, and his words infuriated me. I rushed to the cave, took away the stones, and threw the coffin containing the sparrow over the fence into the street. I dug Out all the inside of the cave and trampled it under my feet.


    Sascha took my violence strangely. Sitting on the ground, with his mouth partly covered and his eyebrows drawn together, he watched me, saying nothing. When I had finished, he stood up without any hurry, shook out his clothes, threw on his coat, and then said calmly and ominously:


    “Now you will see what will happen; just wait a little! I arranged all this for you purposely; it is witchcraft. Aha!”


    I sank down as if his words had physically hurt me, and I felt quite cold inside. But he went away without glancing back at me, which accentuated his calm — ness still more. I made up my mind to run away from the town the next day, to run away from my master, from Sascha with his witchcraft, from the whole of that worthless, foolish life.


    The next morning the new cook cried out when she called me:


    “Good gracious! what have you been doing to your face?’


    “The witchcraft is beginning to take effect,” I thought, with a sinking heart.


    But the cook laughed so heartily that I also smiled involuntarily, and peeped into her glass. My face was thickly smeared with soot.


    “Sascha did this?” I asked.


    “Or I,” laughed the cook.


    When I began to clean the boots, the first boot into which I put my hand had a pin in the lining, which ran into my finger.


    “This is his witchcraft!”


    There were pins or needles in all the boots, put in so skilfully that they always pricked my palm. Then I took a bowl of cold water, and with great pleasure poured it over the head of the wizard, who was either not awake or was pretending to sleep.


    But all the same I was miserable. I was always thinking of the coffin containing the sparrow, with its gray crooked claws and its waxen bill pathetically sticking upward, and all around the colored gleams which seemed to be trying unsuccessfully to form themselves into a rainbow. In my imagination the coffin was enlarged, the claws of the bird grew, stretched upward quivering, were alive.


    I made up my mind to run away that evening, but in warming up some food on an oil-stove before dinner I absentmindedly let it catch fire. When I was trying to put the flames out, I upset the contents of the vessel over my hand, and had to be taken to the hospital. I remember well that oppressive nightmare of the hospital. In what seemed to be a yellow — gray wilderness there were huddled together, grum — bling and groaning, gray and white figures in shrouds, while a tall man on crutches, with eyebrows like whiskers, pulled his black beard and roared:


    “I will report it to his Eminence!”


    The pallet beds reminded me of the coffin, and the patients, lying with their noses upward, were like dead sparrows. The yellow walls rocked, the ceiling curved outward like a sail, the floor rose and fell beside my cot. Everything about the place was hope — less and miserable, and the twigs of trees tapped against the window like rods in some one’s hand.


    At the door there danced a red-haired, thin dead person, drawing his shroud round him with his thin hands and squeaking:


    “I don’t want mad people.”


    The man on crutches shouted in his ear:


    “I shall report it to his Eminence!”


    Grandfather, grandmother, and every one had told me that they always starved people in hospitals, so I looked upon my life as finished. A woman with glasses, also in a shroud, came to me, and wrote something on a slate hanging at the head of the bed. The chalk broke and fell all over me.


    “What is your name?”


    “I have no name.”


    “But you must have one.”


    “No.”


    “Now, don’t be silly, or you will be whipped.”


    I could well believe that they would whip me; that was why I would not answer her. She made a hissing sound like a cat, and went out noiselessly, also like a cat.


    Two lamps were lit. The yellow globes hung down from the ceiling like two eyes, hanging and winking, dazzled, and trying to get closer together.


    Some one in the corner said:


    “How can I play without a hand?”


    “Ah, of course; they have cut off your hand.”


    I came to the conclusion at once that they cut off a man’s hand because he played at cards! What would they do with me before they starved me?


    My hands burned and smarted just as if some one were pulling the bones out of them. I cried softly from fright and pain, and shut my eyes so that the tears should not be seen; but they forced their way through my eyelids, and, trickling over my temples, fell into my ears.


    The night came. All the inmates threw themselves upon their pallet beds, and hid themselves under gray blankets. Every minute it became quieter. Only some one could be heard muttering in a comer, “It is no use; both he and she are rotters.”


    I would have written a letter to grandmother, telling her to come and steal me from the hospital while I was still alive, but I could not write; my hands could not be used at all. I would try to find a way of getting out of the place.


    The silence of the night became more intense every moment, as if it were going to last forever. Softly putting my feet to the floor, I went to the double door, half of which was open. In the corridor, under the lamp, on a wooden bench with a back to it, appeared a gray, bristling head surrounded by smoke, looking at me with dark, hollow eyes. I had no time to hide myself.


    “Who is that wandering about? Come here!”


    The voice was not formidable; it was soft. I went to him. I saw a round face with short hair sticking out round it. On the head the hair was long and stuck out in all directions like a silver halo, and at the belt of this person hung a bunch of keys. If his beard and hair had been longer, he would have looked like the Apostle Peter.


    “You are the one with the burned hands? Why are you wandering about at night? By whose authority?”


    He blew a lot of smoke at my chest and face, and, putting his warm hands on my neck, drew me to him.


    “Are you frightened?”


    “Yes.”


    “Every one is frightened when they come here first, but that is nothing. And you need not be afraid of me, of all people. I never hurt any one. Would you like to smoke”? No, don’t! It is too soon; wait a year or two. And where are your parents? You have none? Ah, well, you don’t need them; you will be able to get along without them. Only you must not be afraid, do you see?”


    It was a long time since I had come across any one who spoke to me simply and kindly in language that I could understand, and it was inexpressibly pleasant to me to listen to him. When he took me back to my cot I asked him:


    “Come and sit beside me.”


    “All right,” he agreed.


    “Who are you?”


    “I? I am a soldier, a real soldier, a Cossack. And I have been in the wars — well, of course I have! Soldiers live for war. I have fought with the Hun — garians, with the Circassians, and the Poles, as many as you like. War, my boy, is a great profession.”


    I closed my eyes for a minute, and when I opened them, there, in the place of the soldier, sat grandmother, in a dark frock, and he was standing by her. She was saying:


    “Dear me! So they are all dead?”


    The sun was playing in the room, now gilding every object, then hiding, and then looking radiantly upon us all again, just like a child frolicking.


    Babushka bent over me and asked:


    “What is it, my darling? They have been mutilating you? I told that old red devil—”


    “I will make all the necessary arrangements,” said the soldier, going away, and grandmother, wiping the tears from her face, said:


    “Our soldier, it seems, comes from Balakhna.”


    I still thought that I must be dreaming, and kept silence. The doctor came, bandaged my burns, and, behold! I was sitting with grandmother in a cab, and driving through the streets of the town. She told me:


    “That grandfather of ours he is going quite out of his mind, and he is so greedy that it is sickening to look at him. Not long ago he took a hundred rubles out of the office-book of Xlist the furrier, a new friend of his. What a set-out there was! E-h-h-h!”


    The sun shone brightly, and clouds floated in the sky like white birds. We went by the bridge across the Volga. The ice groaned under us, water was visible under the planks of the bridge, and the golden cross gleamed over the red dome of the cathedral in the market-place.


    We met a woman with a broad face. She was carrying an armful of willow-branches. The spring was coming; soon it would be Easter.


    “I love you very much. Grandmother!”


    This did not seem to surprise her. She answered in a calm voice:


    “That is because we are of the same family. But


    — and I do not say it boastfully — there are others who love me, too, thanks to thee, O Blessed Lady!” She added, smiling:


    “She will soon be rejoicing; her Son will rise again! Ah, Variusha, my daughter!”


    Then she was silent.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER II


    
      
    


    GRANDFATHER met me in the yard; he was on his knees, chopping a wedge with a hatchet. He raised the ax as if he were going to throw it at my head, and then took off his cap, saying mockingly:


    “How do you do, your Holiness? Your Highness? Have you finished your term of service? Well, now you can live as you like, yes. U-ugh! you—”


    “We know all about it, we know all about it!” said grandmother, hastily waving him away, and when she went into her room to get the samovar ready she told me:


    “Grandfather is fairly ruined now. What money there was he lent at interest to his godson Nikolai, but he never got a receipt for it. I don’t quite know yet how they stand, but he is ruined; the money is lost. And all this because we have not helped the poor or had compassion on the unfortunate. God has said to Himself, ‘Why should I do good to the Kashirins?’ and so He has taken everything from us.”


    Looking round, she went on:


    “I have been trying to soften the heart of the Lord toward us a little, so that He may not press too hardly on the old man, and I have begun to give a little in charity, secretly and at night, from what I have earned.


    You can come with me today if you like. I have some money—”


    Grandfather came in blinking and asked:


    “Are you going to have a snack?”


    “It is not yours,” said grandmother. “However, you can sit down with us if you like; there’s enough for you.”


    He sat down at the table, murmuring:


    “Pour out—”


    Everything in the room was in its old place. Only my mother’s corner was sadly empty, and on the wall over grandfather’s bed hung a sheet of paper on which was inscribed in large, printed letters:


    “Jesus save. Life of the world! May Thy holy name be with me all the days and hours of my life!”


    “Who wrote that?”


    Grandfather did not reply, and grandmother, waiting a little, said with a smile:


    “The price of that paper is — a hundred rubles!”


    “That is not your business!” cried grandfather. “I give away everything to others.”


    “It is all right to give now, but time was when you did not give,” said grandmother, calmly.


    “Hold your tongue!” he shrieked.


    This was all as it should be, just like old times.


    In the corner, on a box, in a wicker basket, Kolia woke up and looked out, his blue, washed-out eyes hardly visible under their lids. He was grayer, more faded and fragile-looking, than ever. He did not recognize me, and, turning away in silence, closed his eyes. Sad news awaited me in the street. Viakhir was dead. He had breathed his last in Passion Week. Khabi had gone away to live in town. Yaz’s feet had been taken off, and he would walk no more.


    As he was giving me this information, black-eyed Kostrom said angrily:


    “Boys soon die!”


    “Well, but only Viakhir is dead.”


    “It is the same thing. Whoever leaves the streets is as good as dead. No sooner do we make friends, get used to our comrades, than they either are sent into the town to work or they die. There are new people living in your yard at Chesnokov’s; Evsyenki is their name. The boy, Niushka, is nothing out of the ordinary. He has two sisters, one still small, and the other lame. She goes about on crutches; she is beautiful!”


    After thinking a moment he added:


    “Tchurka and I are both in love with her, and quarrel.”


    “With her r


    “Why with her? Between ourselves. With her — very seldom.”


    Of course I knew that big lads and even men fell in love. I was familiar also with coarse ideas on this subject. I felt uncomfortable, sorry for Kostrom, and reluctant to look at his angular figure and angry, black eyes.


    I saw the lame girl on the evening of the same day. Coming down the steps into the yard, she let her crutch fall, and stood helplessly on the step, holding on to the balustrade with her transparent, thin, fragile hands. I tried to pick up the crutch, but my bandaged hands were not much use, and I had a lot of trouble and vexation in doing it. Meanwhile she, standing above me, and laughing gently, watched me.


    “What have you done to your hands?” she said.


    “Scalded them.”


    “And I — am a cripple. Do you belong to this yard? Were you long in the hospital? I was there a lo-o-ong time.” She added, with a sigh, “A very long time.”


    She had a white dress and light blue overshoes, old, but clean; her smoothly brushed hair fell across her breast in a thick, short plait. Her eyes were large and serious; in their quiet depths burned a blue light which lit up the pale, sharp-nosed face. She smiled pleasantly, but I did not care about her. Her sickly figure seemed to say, “Please don’t touch me!” How could my friends be in love with her?


    “I have been lame a long time,” she told me, willingly and almost boastfully. “A neighbor bewitched me; she had a quarrel with mother, and then bewitched me out of spite. Were you frightened in the hospital?’


    “Yes.”


    I felt awkward with her, and went indoors.


    About midnight grandmother tenderly awoke me.


    “Are you coming? If you do something for other people, your hand will soon be well.”


    She took my arm and led me in the dark, as if I had been blind. It was a black, damp night; the wind blew continuously, making the river flow more swiftly and blowing the cold sand against my legs. Grandmother cautiously approached the darkened windows of the poor little houses, crossed herself three times, laid a five-copeck piece and three cracknel biscuits on the window-sills, and crossed herself again. Glancing up into the starless sky, she whispered:


    “Holy Queen of Heaven, help these people! We are all sinners in thy sight, Mother dear.”


    Now, the farther we went from home, the denser and more intense the darkness and silence became. The night sky was pitch black, unfathomable, as if the moon and stars had disappeared forever. A dog sprang out from somewhere and growled at us. His eyes gleamed in the darkness, and I cravenly pressed close to grandmother.


    “It is all right,” she said; “it is only a dog. It is too late for the devil; the cocks have already begun to crow.”


    Enticing the dog to her, she stroked it and admonished it:


    “Look here, doggie, you must not frighten my grandson.”


    The dog rubbed itself against my legs, and the three of us went on. Twelve times did grandmother place “secret alms” on a window-sill. It began to grow light: gray houses appeared out of the darkness; the belfry of Napolni Church rose up white like a piece of sugar; the brick wall of the cemetery seemed to become transparent.


    “The old woman is tired,” said grandmother; “it is time we went home. When the women wake up they will find that Our Lady has provided a little for their children. When there is never enough, a very little comes in useful. O Olesha, our people live so poorly and no one troubles about them!


    “The rich man about God never thinks; Of the terrible judgment he does not dream; The poor man is to him neither friend nor brother; All he cares about is getting gold together. But that gold will be coal in hell!


    “That’s how it is. But we ought to live for one another, while God is for us all. I am glad to have you with me again.”


    And I, too, was calmly happy, feeling in a confused way that I had taken part in something which I should never forget. Close to me shivered the brown dog, with its bare muzzle and kind eyes which seemed to be begging forgiveness.


    “Will it live with us?”


    “What? It can, if it likes. Here, I will give it a cracknel biscuit. I have two left. Let us sit down on this bench. I am so tired.”


    We sat down on a bench by a gate, and the dog lay at our feet, eating the dry cracknel, while grandmother informed me :


    “There’s a Jewess living here; she has about ten servants, more or less. I asked her, ‘Do you live by the law of Moses?’ But she answered, I live as if God were with me and mine; how else should I live?’”


    I leaned against the warm body of grandmother and fell asleep.


    Once more my life flowed on swiftly and full of interest, with a broad stream of impressions bringing something new to my soul every day, stirring it to enthusiasm, disturbing it, or causing me pain, but at any rate forcing me to think. Before long I also was using every means in my power to meet the lame girl, and I would sit with her on the bench by the gate, either talking or in silence. It was pleasant to be silent in her company. She was very neat, and had a voice like a singing bird. She used to tell me prettily of the way the Cossacks lived on the Don, where she had lived with her uncle, who was employed in some oil-works. Then her father, a locksmith, had gone to live at Nijni. “And I have another uncle who serves the czar himself.”


    In the evenings of Sundays and festivals all the inhabitants of the street used to stand “at the gate.” The boys and girls went to the cemetery, the men to the taverns, and the women and children remained in the street. The women sat at the gate on the sand or on a small bench.


    The children used to play at a sort of tennis, at skittles, and at sharmazL The mothers watched the games, encouraging the skilful ones and laughing at the bad players. It was deafeningly noisy and gay. The presence and attention of the “grown-ups” stimulated us; the merest trifles brought into our games extra animation and passionate rivalry. But it seemed that we three, Kostrom, Tchurka, and I, were not so taken up with the game that we had not time, one or the other of us, to run and show off before the lame girl.


    “Ludmilla, did you see that I knocked down five of the ninepins in that game of skittles?”


    She would smile sweetly, tossing her head.


    In old times our little company had always tried to be on the same side in games, but now I saw that Kostrom and Tchurka used to take opposite sides, trying to rival each other in all kinds of trials of skill and strength, often aggravating each other to tears and fights. One day they fought so fiercely that the adults had to Interfere, and they had to pour water over the combatants, as if they were dogs. Ludmilla, sitting on a bench, stamped her sound foot on the ground, and when the fighters rolled toward her, pushed them away with her crutch, crying In a voice of fear:


    “Leave off!”


    Her face was white, almost livid; her eyes blazed and rolled like a person possessed with a devil.


    Another time Kostrom, shamefully beaten by Tchurka in a game of skittles, hid himself behind a chest of oats In the grocer’s shop, and crouched there, weeping silently. It was terrible to see him. His teeth were tightly clenched, his cheek-bones stood out, his bony face looked as if it had been turned to stone, and from his black, surly eyes flowed large, round tears. When I tried to console him he whispered, choking back his tears:


    “You wait! I’ll throw a brick at his head. You’ll see.”


    Tchurka had become conceited; he walked in the middle of the street, as marriageable youths walk, with his cap on one side and his hands in his pocket. He had taught himself to spit through his teeth like a fine bold fellow, and he promised:


    “I shall leam to smoke soon. I have already tried twice, but I was sick.”


    All this was displeasing to me. I saw that I was losing my friends, and it seemed to me that the person to blame was Ludmilla. One evening when I was in the yard going over the collection of bones and rags and all kinds of rubbish, she came to me, swaying from side to side and waving her right hand.


    “How do you do?” she said, bowing her head three times. “Has Kostrom been with you? And Tchurka?”


    “Tchurka is not friends with us now. It is all your fault. They are both in love with you and they have quarreled.”


    She blushed, but answered mockingly:


    “What next! How is it my fault?”


    “Why do you make them fall in love with you?”


    “I did not ask them to,” she said crossly, and as she went away she added: “It is all nonsense. I am older than they are; I am fourteen. People do not fall in love with big girls.”


    “A lot you know!” I cried, wishing to hurt her. “What about the shopkeeper, Xlistov’s sister? She is quite old, and still she has the boys after her.”


    Ludmilla turned on me, sticking her crutch deep into the sand of the yard.


    “You don’t know anything yourself,” she said quickly, with tears in her voice and her pretty eyes flashing finely. “That shopkeeper is a bad woman, and I — what am I? I am still a little girl; and — but you ought to read that novel, ‘Kamchadalka,” the second part, and then you would have something to talk about.”


    She went away sobbing. I felt sorry for her. In her words was the ring of a truth of which I was ignorant. Why had she embroiled my comrades? But they were in love; what else was there to say?


    The next day, wishing to smooth over my difference with Ludmilla, I bought some barley sugar, her favorite sweet, as I knew well.


    “Would you like some?”


    She said fiercely:


    “Go away! I am not friends with you!” But presently she took the barley sugar, observing: “You might have had it wrapped up in paper. Your hands are so dirty!”


    “I have washed them, but it won’t come off.”


    She took my hand in her dry, hot hand and looked at it.


    “How you have spoiled it!”


    “Well, but yours are roughened.”


    “That is done by my needle. I do a lot of sewing.” After a few minutes she suggested, looking round: “I say, let’s hide ourselves somewhere and read ‘Kamchadalka.’ Would you like it?”


    We were a long time finding a place to hide in, for every place seemed uncomfortable. At length we decided that the best place was the wash-house. It was dark there, but we could sit at the window, which over-looked a dirty corner between the shed and the neigh — boring slaughter-house. People hardly ever looked that way. There she used to sit sidewise to the window, with her bad foot on a stool and the sound one resting on the floor, and, hiding her face with the torn book, nervously pronounced many unintelligible and dull words. But I was stirred. Sitting on the floor, I could see how the grave eyes with the two pale-blue flames moved across the pages of the book. Sometimes they were filled with tears, and the girl’s voice trembled as she quickly uttered the unfamiliar words, running them into one another unintelligibly. However, I grasped some of these words, and tried to make them into verse, turning them about in all sorts of ways, which effectually prevented me from understanding what the book said.


    On my knees slumbered the dog, which I had named


    “Wind,” because he was rough and long, swift in running, and howled like the autumn wind down the chimney.


    “Are you listening?” the girl would ask. I nodded my head.


    The mixing up of the words excited me more and more, and my desire to arrange them as they would sound in a song, in which each word lives and shines like a star in the sky, became more insistent. When it grew dark Ludmilla would let her pale hand fall on the book and ask:


    “Isn’t it good? You will see.”


    After the first evening we often sat in the wash-house. Ludmilla, to my joy, soon gave up reading “Kamchadalka.” I could not answer her questions about what she had read from that endless book — endless, for there was a third book after the second part which we had begun to read, and the girl said there was a fourth. What we liked best was a rainy day, unless it fell on a Saturday, when the bath was heated. The rain drenched the yard. No one came out or looked at us in our dark comer. Ludmilla was in great fear that they would discover us.


    I also was afraid that we should be discovered. We used to sit for hours at a time, talking about one thing and another. Sometimes I told her some of grandmother’s tales, and Ludmilla told me about the lives of the Kazsakas, on the River Medvyedietz.


    “How lovely it was there!” she would sigh. “Here, what is it? Only beggars live here.”


    Soon we had no need to go to the wash-house. Ludmilla’s mother found work with a fur-dresser, and left the house the first thing in the morning. Her sister was at school, and her brother worked at a tile factory. On wet days I went to the girl and helped her to cook, and to clean the sitting-room and kitchen. She said laughingly:


    “We live together — just like a husband and wife. In fact, we live better; a husband does not help his wife.”


    If I had money, I bought some cakes, and we had tea, afterward cooling the samovar with cold water, lest the scolding mother of Ludmilla should guess that it had been heated. Sometimes grandmother came to see us, and sat down, making lace, sewing, or telling us wonderful stories, and when grandfather went to the town, Ludmilla used to come to us, and we feasted without a care in the world.


    Grandmother said:


    “Oh, how happily we live! With our own money we can do what we like.”


    She encouraged our friendship.


    “It is a good thing when a boy and girl are friends. Only there must be no tricks,” and she explained in the simplest words what she meant by “tricks.” She spoke beautifully, as one inspired, and made me understand thoroughly that it is wrong to pluck the flower before it opens, for then it will have neither fragrance nor fruit.


    We had no inclination for “tricks,” but that did not hinder Ludmilla and me from speaking of that subject, on which one is supposed to be silent. Such subjects of conversation were in a way forced upon us because the relationship of the sexes was so often and tiresomely brought to our notice in their coarsest form, and was very offensive to us.


    Ludmilla’s father was a handsome man of forty, curly-headed and whiskered, and had an extremely masterful way of moving his eyebrows. He was strangely silent; I do not remember one word uttered by him. When he caressed his children he uttered unintelligible sounds, like a dumb person, and even when he beat his wife he did it in silence.


    On the evenings of Sundays and festivals, attired in a light-blue shirt, with wide plush trousers and highly polished boots, he would go out to the gate with a harmonica slung with straps behind his back, and stand there exactly like a soldier doing sentry duty. Presently a sort of “promenade” would be — gin past our gate. One after the other girls and women would pass, glancing at Evsyenko furtively from under their eyelashes, or quite openly, while he stood sticking out his lower lip, and also looking with discriminating glances from his dark eyes. There was something repugnantly dog-like in this silent conversation with the eyes alone, and from the slow, rapt movement of the women as they passed it seemed as if the chosen one, at an imperious flicker of the man’s eyelid, would humbly sink to the dirty ground as if she were killed.


    “Tipsy brute! Brazen face!” grumbled Ludmilla’s mother. She was a tall, thin woman, with a long face and a bad complexion, and hair which had been cut short after typhus. She was like a worn-out broom.


    Ludmilla sat beside her, unsuccessfully trying to turn her attention from the street by asking questions about one thing and another.


    “Stop it, you monster!” muttered the mother, blinking restlessly. Her narrow Mongol eyes were strangely bright and immovable, always fixed on something and always stationary.


    “Don’t be angry, Mamochka; it doesn’t matter,” Ludmilla would say. “Just look how the mat-maker’s widow is dressed up!”


    “I should be able to dress better if it were not for you three. You have eaten me up, devoured me,” said the mother, pitilessly through her tears, fixing her eyes on the large, broad figure of the mat-maker’s widow.


    She was like a small house. Her chest stuck out like the roof, and her red face, half hidden by the green handkerchief which was tied round it, was like a dormer-window when the sun is reflected on it. Evsy — enko, drawing his harmonica to his chest, began to play. The harmonica played many tunes; the sounds traveled a long way, and the children came from all the street around, and fell in the sand at the feet of the performer, trembling with ecstasy.


    “You wait; I’ll give you something!” the woman promised her husband.


    He looked at her askance, without speaking. And the mat-maker’s widow sat not far off on the Xlistov’s bench, listening intently.


    In the field behind the cemetery the sunset was red. In the street, as on a river, floated brightly clothed, great pieces of flesh. The children rushed along like a whirlwind; the warm air was caressing and intoxicating. A pungent odor rose from the sand, which had been made hot by the sun during the day, and peculiarly noticeable was a fat, sweet smell from the slaughter-house — the smell of blood. From the yard where the fur-dresser lived came the salt and bitter odor of tanning. The women’s chatter, the drunken roar of the men, the bell-like voices of the children, the bass melody of the harmonica — all mingled together in one deep rumble. The earth, which is ever creating, gave a mighty sigh. All was coarse and naked, but it instilled a great, deep faith in that gloomy life, so shamelessly animal. At times above the noise certain painful, never-to-be-forgotten words went straight to one’s heart:


    “It is not right for you all together to set upon one. You must take turns.” “Who pities us when we do not pity ourselves?” “Did God bring women into the world in order to deride them?”


    The night drew near, the air became fresher, the sounds became more subdued. The wooden houses seemed to swell and grow taller, clothing themselves with shadows. The children were dragged away from the yard to bed. Some of them were already asleep by the fence or at the feet or on the knees of their mothers. Most of the children grew quieter and more docile with the night. Evsyenko disappeared unnoticed; he seemed to have melted away. The mat — maker’s widow was also missing. The bass notes of the harmonica could be heard somewhere in the distance, beyond the cemetery. Ludmilla’s mother sat on a bench doubled up, with her back stuck out like a cat. My grandmother had gone out to take tea with a neighbor, a midwife, a great fat woman with a nose like a duck’s, and a gold medal “for saving lives” on her flat, masculine-looking chest. The whole street feared her, regarding her as a witch, and it was related of her that she had carried out of the flames, when a fire broke out, the three children and sick wife of a certain colonel. There was a friendship between grandmother and her. When they met in the street they used to smile at each other from a long way off, as if they had seen something specially pleasant.


    Kostrom, Ludmilla, and I sat on the bench at the gate. Tchurka had called upon Ludmilla’s brother to wrestle with him. Locked in each other’s arms they trampled down the sand and became angry.


    “Leave off!” cried Ludmilla, timorously.


    Looking at her sidewise out of his black eyes, Kostrom told a story about the hunter Kalinin, a gray-haired old man with cunning eyes, a man of evil fame, known to all the village. He had not long been dead, but they had not buried him in the earth in the grave-yard, but had placed his coffin above ground, away from the other graves. The coffin was black, on tall trestles; on the lid were drawn in white paint a cross, a spear, a reed, and two bones. Every night, as soon as it grew dark, the old man rose from his coffin and walked about the cemetery, looking for something, till the first cock crowed.


    “Don’t talk about such dreadful things!” begged Ludmilla.


    “Nonsense!” cried Tchurka, breaking away from her brother. “What are you telling lies for? I saw them bury the coffin myself, and the one above ground is simply a monument. As to a dead man walking about, the drunken blacksmith set the idea afloat.”


    Kostrom, without looking at him, suggested:


    “Go and sleep in the cemetery; then you will see.”


    They began to quarrel, and Ludmilla, shaking her head sadly, asked:


    “Mamochka, do dead people walk about at night?”


    “They do,” answered her mother, as if the question had called her back from a distance.


    The son of the shopkeeper Valek, a tall, stout, red-faced youth of twenty, came to us, and, hearing what we were disputing about, said:


    “I will give three greven and ten cigarettes to whichever of you three will sleep till daylight on the coffin, and I will pull the ears of the one who is afraid — as long as he likes. Well?”


    We were all silent, confused, and Ludmilla’s mother said:


    “What nonsense! What do you mean by putting the children up to such nonsense?”


    “You hand over a ruble, and I will go,” announced Tchurka, gruffly.


    Kostrom at once asked spitefully:


    “But for two greven — you would be afraid?” Then he said to Valek: “Give him the ruble. But he won’t go; he is only making believe.”


    “Well, take the ruble.”


    Tchurka rose, and, without saying a word and without hurrying, went away, keeping close to the fence. Kostrom, putting his fingers in his mouth, whistled piercingly after him.; but Ludmilla said uneasily:


    “O Lord, what a braggart he is! I never!”


    “Where are you going, coward?” jeered Valek. “And you call yourself the first fighter in the street!”


    It was offensive to listen to his jeers. We did not like this overfed youth; he was always putting up little boys to do wrong, told them obscene stories of girls and women, and taught them to tease them. The children did what he told them, and suffered dearly for it. For some reason or other he hated my dog, and used to throw stones at it, and one day gave it some bread with a needle in it. But it was still more offensive to see Tchurka going away, shrinking and ashamed.


    I said to Valek:


    “Give me the ruble, and I will go.”


    Mocking me and trying to frighten me, he held out the ruble to Ludmilla’s mother, who would not take it, and said sternly:


    “I don’t want it, and I won’t have it!” Then she went out angrily.


    Ludmilla also could not make up her mind to take the money, and this made Valek jeer the more. I was going away without obtaining the money when grandmother came along, and, being told all about it, took the ruble, saying to me softly:


    “Put on your overcoat and take a blanket with you, for it grows cold toward morning.”


    Her words raised my hopes that nothing terrible would happen to me.


    Valek laid it down on a condition that I should either lie or sit on the coffin until it was light, not leaving it, whatever happened, even if the coffin shook when the old man Kalinin began to climb out of the tomb. If I jumped to the ground I had lost.


    “And remember,” said Valek, “that I shall be watching you all night.”


    When I set out for the cemetery grandmother made the sign of the cross over me and kissed me.


    “If you should see a glimpse of anything, don’t move, but just say, ‘Hail, Mary.’”


    I went along quickly, my one desire being to begin and finish the whole thing. Valek, Kostrom, and another youth escorted me thither. As I was getting over the brick wall I got mixed up in the blanket, and fell down, but was up in the same moment, as if the earth had ejected me. There was a chuckle from the other side of the wall. My heart contracted; a cold chill ran down my back.


    I went stumblingly on to the black coffin, against one side of which the sand had drifted, while on the other side could be seen the short, thick legs. It looked as if some one had tried to lift it up, and had succeeded only in making it totter. I sat on the edge of the coffin and looked around. The hilly cemetery was simply packed with gray crosses; quivering shadows fell upon the graves.


    Here and there, scattered among the graves, slender willows stood up, uniting adjoining graves with their branches. Through the lace-work of their shadows blades of grass stuck up.


    The church rose up in the sky like a snow-drift, and in the motionless clouds shone the small setting moon.


    The father of Yaz, “the good-for-nothing peasant,” was lazily ringing his bell in his lodge. Each time, as he pulled the string, it caught in the iron plate of the roof and squeaked pitifully, after which could be heard the metallic clang of the little bell. It sounded sharp and sorrowful.


    “God give us rest!” I remembered the saying of the watchman. It was very painful and somehow it was suffocating. I was perspiring freely although the night was cool. Should I have time to run into the watchman’s lodge if old Kalinin really did try to creep out of his graved


    I was well acquainted with the cemetery. I had played among the graves many times with Yaz and other comrades. Over there by the church my mother was buried.


    Every one was not asleep yet, for snatches of laughter and fragments of songs were borne to me from the village. Either on the railway embankment, to which they were carrying sand, or in the village of Katizovka a harmonica gave forth a strangled sound. Along the wall, as usual, went the drunken blacksmith Myachov, singing. I recognized him by his song:


    “To our mother’s door One small sin we lay. The only one she loves Is our Papasha.”


    It was pleasant to listen to the last sighs of life, but at each stroke of the bell it became quieter, and the quietness overflowed like a river over a meadow, drowning and hiding everything. One’s soul seemed to float in boundless and unfathomable space, to be extinguished like the light of a catch in the darkness, be — coming dissolved without leaving a trace in that ocean of space in which live only the unattainable stars, shining brightly, while everything on earth disappears as being useless and dead. Wrapping myself in the blanket, I sat on the coffin, with my feet tucked under me and my face to the church. Whenever I moved, the coffin squeaked, and the sand under it crunched.


    Something twice struck the ground close to me, and then a piece of brick fell near by. I was frightened, but then I guessed that Valek and his friends were throwing things at me from the other side of the wall, trying to scare me. But I felt all the better for the proximity of human creatures.


    I began unwillingly to think of my mother. Once she had found me trying to smoke a cigarette. She began to beat me, but I said:


    “Don’t touch me; I feel bad enough without that. I feel very sick.”


    Afterward, when I was put behind the stove as a punishment, she said to grandmother:


    “That boy has no feeling; he doesn’t love any one.”


    It hurt me to hear that. When my mother punished me I was sorry for her. I felt uncomfortable for her sake, because she seldom punished me deservedly or justly. On the whole, I had received a great deal of ill treatment in my life. Those people on the other side of the fence, for example, must know that I was frightened of being alone in the cemetery, yet they wanted to frighten me more. Why?


    I should like to have shouted to them, “Go to the devil!” but that might have been disastrous. Who knew what the devil would think of it, for no doubt he was somewhere near. There was a lot of mica in the sand, and it gleamed faintly in the moonlight, which reminded me how, lying one day on a raft on the Oka, gazing into the water, a bream suddenly swam almost in my face, turned on its side, looking like a human cheek, and, looking at me with its round, bird-like eyes, dived to the bottom, fluttering like a leaf falling from a maple-tree.


    My memory worked with increasing effort, recalling different episodes of my life, as if it were striving to protect itself against the imaginations evoked by terror.


    A hedgehog came rolling along, tapping on the sand with its strong paws. It reminded me of a hob-goblin; it was just as little and as disheveled-looking.


    I remembered how grandmother, squatting down beside the stove, said, “Kind master of the house, take away the beetles.”


    Far away over the town, which I could not see, it grew lighter. The cold morning air blew against my cheeks and into my eyes. I wrapped myself in my blanket. Let come what would!


    Grandmother awoke me. Standing beside me and pulling off the blanket, she said:


    “Get up! Aren’t you chilled? Well, were you frightened?”


    “I was frightened, but don’t tell any one; don’t tell the other boys.”


    “But why not?” she asked in amazement. “If you were not afraid, you have nothing to be proud about.”


    As he went home she said to me gently:


    “You have to experience things for yourself in this world, dear heart. If you can’t teach yourself, no one else can teach you.”


    By the evening I was the “hero” of the street, and every one asked me, “Is it possible that you were not afraid?” And when I answered, “I was afraid,” they shook their heads and exclaimed, “Aha I you see!”


    The shopkeeper went about saying loudly:


    “It may be that they talked nonsense when they said that Kalinin walked. But if he did, do you think he would have frightened that boy? No, he would have driven him out of the cemetery, and no one would know v/here he went.”


    Ludmilla looked at me with tender astonishment. Even grandfather was obviously pleased with me. They all made much of me. Only Tchurka said gruffly:


    “It was easy enough for him; his grandmother is a witch!”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER III


    
      
    


    IMPERCEPTIBLY, like a little star at dawn, my brother Kolia faded away. Grandmother, he, and I slept in a small shed on planks covered with various rags. On the other side of the chinky wall of the out-house was the family poultry-house. We could hear the sleepy, overfed fowls fluttering and clucking in the evening, and the golden, shrill-voiced cock awoke us in the morning.


    “Oh, I should like to tear you to pieces!” grandmother would grumble when they woke her.


    I was already awake, watching the sunbeams falling through the chinks upon my bed, and the silver specks of dust which danced in them. These little specks seemed to me just like the words in a fairy-tale. Mice had gnawed the planks, and red beetles with black spots ran about there.


    Sometimes, to escape from the stifling fumes which arose from the soil in the fowl-house, I crept out of the wooden hut, climbed to the roof, and watched the people of the house waking up, eyeless, large, and swollen with sleep. Here appeared the hairy noddle of the boatman Phermanov, a surly drunkard, who gazed at the sun with blear, running eyes and grunted like a bear. Then grandfather came hurrying out into the yard and hastened to the wash-house to wash himself in cold water. The garrulous cook of the land — lord, a sharp-nosed woman, thickly covered with freckles, was like a cuckoo. The landlord himself was like an old fat dove. In fact, they were all like some bird, animal, or wild beast.


    Although the morning was so pleasant and bright, it made me feel sad, and I wanted to get away into the fields where no one came, for I had already learned that human creatures always spoil a bright day.


    One day when I was lying on the roof grandmother called me, and said in a low voice, shaking her head as she lay on her bed:


    “Kolia is dead.”


    The little boy had slipped from the pillow, and lay livid, lanky on the felt cover. His night-shirt had worked itself up round his neck, leaving bare his swollen stomach and crooked legs. His hands were curiously folded behind his back, as if he had been trying to lift himself up. His head was bent on one side.


    “Thank God he has gone!” said grandmother as she did her hair. “What would have become of the poor little wretch had he lived?”


    Treading almost as if he were dancing, grandfather made his appearance, and cautiously touched the closed eyes of the child with his fingers.


    Grandmother asked him angrily:


    “What do you mean by touching him with unwashen hands?”


    He muttered:


    “There you are! He gets born, lives, and eats, and all for nothing.”


    “You are half asleep,” grandmother cut him short.


    He looked at her vacantly, and went out in the yard, saying:


    “I am not going to give him a funeral; you can do what you like about it.”


    “Phoo! you miserable creature!”


    I went out, and did not return until it was close upon evening. They buried Kolia on the morning of the following day, and during the mass I sat by the reopened grave with my dog and Yaz’s father. He had dug the grave cheaply, and kept praising himself for it before my face.


    “I have only done this out of friendship; for any one else I should have charged so many rubles.”


    Looking into the yellow pit, from which arose a heavy odor, I saw some moist black planks at one side. At my slightest movement the heaps of sand around the grave fell to the bottom in a thin stream, leaving wrinkles in the sides. I moved on purpose, so that the sand would hide those boards.


    “No larks now!” said Yaz’s father, as he smoked.


    Grandmother carried out the little coffin. The “trashy peasant” sprang into the hole, took the coffin from her, placed it beside the black boards, and, jumping out of the grave, began to hurl the earth into it with his feet and his spade. Grandfather and grandmother also helped him in silence. There were neither priests nor beggars there; only we four amid a dense crowd of crosses. As she gave the sexton his money, grandmother said reproachfully:


    “But you have disturbed Varina’s coffin.”


    “What else could I do? If I had not done that, I should have had to take some one else’s piece of ground. But there’s nothing to worry about.”


    Grandmother prostrated herself on the grave, sobbed and groaned, and went away, followed by grandfather, his eyes hidden by the peak of his cap, clutching at his worn coat.


    “They have sown the seed in unplowed ground,” he said suddenly, running along in front, just like a crow on the plowed field.


    “What does he mean?” I asked grandmother.


    “God bless him! He has his thoughts,” she answered.


    It was hot. Grandmother went heavily; her feet sank in the warm sand. She halted frequently, mopping her perspiring face with her handkerchief.


    “That black thing in the grave,” I asked her, “was it mother’s coffin?”


    “Yes,” she said angrily. “Ignorant dog! It is not a year yet, and our Varia is already decayed! It is the sand that has done it; it lets the water through. If that had to happen, it would have been better to—”


    “Shall we all decay?”


    “All. Only the saints escape it.”


    “You — you will not decay!”


    She halted, set my cap straight, and said to me seriously:


    “Don’t think about it; it is better not. Do you hear?’


    But I did think of it. How offensive and revolting death was! How odious! I felt very badly about it


    When we reached home grandfather had already prepared the samovar and laid the table.


    “Come and have some tea. I expect you are hot,” he said. “I have put in my own tea as well. This is for us all.”


    He went to grandmother and patted her on the shoulder.


    “Well, Mother, well?”


    Grandmother held up her hands.


    “Whatever does it all mean?”


    “This is what it means: God is angry with us; He is tearing everything away from us bit by bit. If families lived together in unity, like fingers on a hand—”


    It was long since he had spoken so gently and peaceably. I listened, hoping that the old man would extinguish my sense of injury, and help me to forget the yellow pit and the black moist boards in protuberance in its side. But grandmother cut him short harshly:


    “Leave off, Father! You have been uttering words like that all your life, and I should like to know who is the better for them? All your life you have eaten into every one as rust corrodes iron.”


    Grandfather muttered, looked at her, and held his tongue.


    In the evening, at the gate, I told Ludmilla sorrowfully about what I had seen in the morning, but it did not seem to make much impression on her.


    “Orphans are better off. If my father and mother were to die, I should leave my sister to look after my brother, and I myself would go into a convent for the rest of my life. Where else should I go? I don’t expect to get married, being lame and unable to work. Besides, I might bring crippled children into the world.”


    She spoke wisely, like all the women of our street, and it must have been from that evening that I lost interest in her. In fact, my life took a turn which caused me to see her very seldom.


    A few days after the death of my brother, grandfather said to me:


    “Go to bed early this evening, while it is still light, and I will call you. We will go into the forest and get some logs.”


    “And I will come and gather herbs,” declared grandmother.


    The forest of fir — and birch — trees stood on a marsh about three versts distant from the village. Abounding in withered and fallen trees, it stretched in one direction to the Oka, and in the other to the high road to Moscow. Beyond it, with its soft, black bristles looking like a black tent, rose the fir-thicket on the “Ridge of Savelov.”


    All this property belonged to Count Shuvalov, and was badly guarded. The inhabitants of Kunavin regarded it as their own, carried away the fallen trees and cut off the dried wood, and on occasion were not squeamish about cutting down living trees. In the autumn, when they were laying in a stock of wood for the winter, people used to steal out here by the dozen, with hatchets and ropes on their backs.


    And so we three went out at dawn over the silver-green, dewy fields. On our left, beyond the Oka, above the ruddy sides of the Hill of Dyatlov, above white Nijni–Novgorod, on the hillocks in the gardens, on the golden domes of churches, rose the lazy Russian sun in its leisurely manner. A gentle wind blew sleepily from the turbid Oka; the golden buttercups, bowed down by the dew, sway to and fro; lilac-colored bells bowed dumbly to the earth; everlasting flowers of different colors stuck up dryly in the barren turf; the blood-red blossoms of the flower called “night beauty” opened like stars. The woods came to meet us like a dark army; the fir-trees spread out their wings like large birds; the birches looked like maidens. The acrid smell of the marshes flowed over the fields. My dog ran beside me with his pink tongue hanging out, often halting and snuffing the air, and shaking his fox-like head, as if in perplexity. Grandfather, in grand — mother’s short coat and an old peakless cap, blinking and smiling at something or other, walked as cautiously as if he were bent on stealing. Grandmother, wearing a blue blouse, a black skirt, and a white handkerchief about her head, waddled comfortably. It was difficult to hurry when walking behind her.


    The nearer we came to the forest, the more animated grandfather became. Walking with his nose in the air and muttering, he began to speak, at first disjointedly and inarticulately, and afterward happily and beautifully, almost as if he had been drinking.


    “The forests are the Lord’s gardens. No one planted them save the wind of God and the holy breath of His mouth. When I was working on the boats in my youth I went to Jegoulya. Oh, Lexei, you will never have the experiences I have had! There are forests along the Oka, from Kasimov to Mouron, and there are forests on the Volga, too, stretching as far as the Urals. Yes; it is all so boundless and wonderful.”


    Grandmother looked at him askance, and winked at me, and he, stumbling over the hillocks, let fall some disjointed, dry words that have remained forever fixed in my memory.


    “We were taking some empty oil-casks from Saratov to Makara on the Yamarka, and we had with us as skipper Kyril of Poreshka. The mate was a Tatar — Asaph, or some such name. When we reached Jegulia the wind was right in our faces, blowing with all its force; and as it remained in the same quarter and tossed us about, we went on shore to cook some food for ourselves. It was Maytime. The sea lay smooth around the land, and the waves just floated on her, like a flock of birds — like thousands of swans which sport on the Caspian Sea. The hills of Jegulia are green in the springtime; the sun floods the earth with gold. We rested; we became friendly; we seemed to be drawn to one another. It was gray and cold on the river, but on shore it was warm and fragrant. At eventide our Kyril — he was a harsh man and well on in years — stood up, took off his cap, and said: ‘Well, children, I am no longer either chief or servant. Go away by yourselves, and I will go to the forest.’ We were all startled. What was it that he was saying? We ought not to be left without some one responsible to be master. You see, people can’t get on without a head, although it is only on the Volga, which is like a straight road. It is possible to lose one’s way, for people alone are only like a senseless beast, and who cares what becomes of them? We were frightened; but he — he had made up his mind. T have no desire to go on living as your shepherd; I am going into the forest.’ Some of us had half a mind to seize and keep him by force, but the others said, ‘Wait!’ Then the Tatar mate set up a cry: T shall go, too!’ It was very bad luck. The Tatar had not been paid by the proprietors for the last two journeys; in fact, he had done half of a third one without pay, and that was a lot of money to lose in those days. We wrangled over the matter until night, and then seven of our company left us, leaving only sixteen or fourteen of us. That’s what your forests do for people!” “Did they go and join the brigands?”


    “Maybe, or they may have become hermits. We did not inquire into the matter then.”


    Grandmother crossed herself.


    “Holy Mother of God! When one thinks of people, one cannot help being sorry for them.”


    “We are all given the same powers of reason, you know, where the devil draws.”


    We entered the forest by a wet path between marshy hillocks and frail fir-trees. I thought that it must be lovely to go and live in the woods as Kyril of Poreshka had done. There are no chattering human creatures there, no fights or drunkenness. There I should be able to forget the repulsive greediness of grandfather and mother’s sandy grave, all of which things hurt me, and weighed on my heart with an oppressive heaviness. When we came to a dry place grandmother said:


    “We must have a snack now. Sit down.”


    In her basket there were rye bread, onions, cucumbers, salt, and curds wrapped in a cloth. Grandfather looked at all this in confusion and blinked.


    “But I did not bring anything to eat, good Mother.”


    “There is enough for us all.”


    We sat down, leaning against the mast-like trunk of a fir-tree. The air was laden with a resinous odor; from the fields blew a gentle wind; the shave-grass waved to and fro. Grandmother plucked the herbs with her dark hands, and told me about the medicinal properties of St. John’s-wort, betony, and rib-wort, and of the secret power of bracken. Grandfather hewed the fallen trees in pieces, and it was my part to carry the logs and put them all in one place; but I stole away unnoticed into the thicket after grandmother. She looked as if she were floating among the stout, hardy tree-trunks, and as if she were diving when she stooped to the earth, which was strewn with fir-cones. She talked to herself as she went along.


    “We have come too early again. There will be hardly any mushrooms. Lord, how badly Thou lookest after the poor! Mushrooms are the treat of the poor.”


    I followed her silently and cautiously, not to attract her attention. I did not wish to interrupt her conversation with God, the herbs, and the frogs. But she saw me.


    “Have you run away from grandfather?” And stooping to the black earth, splendidly decked in flowered vestments, she spoke of the time when God, enraged with mankind, flooded the earth with water and drowned all living creatures. “But the sweet Mother of God had beforehand collected the seeds of everything in a basket and hidden them, and when it was all over, she begged the sun: ‘Dry the earth from end to end, and then will all the people sing thy praises.’ The sun dried the earth, and she sowed the seed. God looked. Once more the earth was covered with living creatures, herbs, cattle, and people. ‘Who has done this against My will?’ He asked. And here she confessed, and as God had been sorry Himself to see the earth bare, He said to her, ‘You have done well.’”


    I liked. this story, but it surprised me, and I said very gravely:


    “But was that really so? The Mother of God was born long after the flood.”


    It was now grandmother’s turn to be surprised.


    “Who told you that?’


    “It was written in the books at school.”


    This reassured her, and she gave me the advice:


    “Put all that aside; forget it. It is only out of books; they are lies, those books.” And laughing softly, gayly, “Think for a moment, silly! God was; and His Mother was not? Then of whom was He born?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Good! You have learned enough to be able to say I don’t know.’”


    “The priest said that the Mother of God was born of Joachim and Anna.”


    Then grandmother was angry. She faced about, and looked sternly into my eyes.


    “If that is what you think, I will slap you.” But in the course of a few minutes she explained to me. “The Blessed Virgin always existed before any one and anything. Of Her was God born, and then—”


    “And Christ, what about Him?”


    Grandmother was silent, shutting her eyes in her confusion.


    “And what about Christ? Eh? thV


    I saw that I was victor, that I had caused the divine mysteries to be a snare to her, and it was not a pleasant thought.


    We went farther and farther into the forest, into the dark-blue haze pierced by the golden rays of the sun. There was a peculiar murmur, dreamy, and arousing dreams. The crossbill chirped, the titmouses uttered their bell-like notes, . the goldfinch piped, the cuckoo laughed, the jealous song of the chaffinch was heard unceasingly, and that strange bird, the hawfinch, sang pensively. Emerald-green frogs hopped around our feet; among the roots, guarding them, lay an adder, with his golden head raised; the squirrel cracked nuts, his furry tail peeping out among the fir-trees. The deeper one went into the forest, the more one saw.


    Among the trunks of the fir-trees appeared transparent, aerial figures of gigantic people, which dis appeared into the green mass through which the blue and silver sky shone. Under one’s feet there was a splendid carpet of moss, sown with red bilberries, and moor-berries shone in the grass like drops of blood. Mushrooms tantalized one with their strong smell.


    “Holy Virgin, bright earthly light,” prayed grandmother, drawing a deep breath.


    In the forest she was like the mistress of a house with all her family round her. She ambled along like a bear, seeing and praising everything and giving thanks. It seemed as if a certain warmth flowed from her through the forest, and when the moss, crushed by her feet, raised itself and stood up in her wake, it was peculiarly pleasing to me to see it.


    As I walked along I thought how nice it would be to be a brigand; to rob the greedy and give the spoil to the poor; to make them all happy and satisfied, neither envying nor scolding one another, like bad-tempered curs. It was good to go thus to grand — mother’s God, to her Holy Virgin, and tell them all the truth about the bad lives people led, and how clumsily and offensively they buried one another in rubbishy sand. And there was so much that was un necessarily repulsive and torturing on earth! If the Holy Virgin believed what I said, let her give me such an intelligence as would enable me to construct everything differently and improve the condition of things. It did not matter about my not being grown-up. Christ had been only a year older than I was when the wise men listened to Him.


    Once in my preoccupation I fell into a deep pit, hurting my side and grazing the back of my neck. Sitting at the bottom of this pit in the cold mud, which was as sticky as resin, I realized with a feeling of intense humiliation that I should not be able to get out by myself, and I did not like the idea of frightening grandmother by calling out. However, I had to call her in the end. She soon dragged me out, and, crossing herself, said:


    “The Lord be praised! It is a lucky thing that the bear’s pit was empty. What would have happened to you if the master of the house had been lying there?” And she cried through her laughter.


    Then she took me to the brook, washed my wounds and tied them up with strips of her chemise, after laying some healing leaves upon them, and took me into the railway signal-box, for I had not the strength to get all the way home.


    And so it happened that almost every day I said to grandmother:


    “Let us go into the forest.”


    She used to agree willingly, and thus we lived all the summer and far into the autumn, gathering herbs, berries, mushrooms, and nuts. Grandmother sold what we gathered, and by this means we were able to keep ourselves.


    “Lazy beggars!” shrieked grandfather, though we never had food from him.


    The forest called up a feeling of peace and solace in my heart, and in that feeling all my griefs were swallowed up, and all that was unpleasant was obliterated. During that time also my senses acquired a peculiar keenness, my hearing and sight became more acute, my memory more retentive, my storehouse of impressions widened.


    And the more I saw of grandmother, the more she amazed me. I had been accustomed to regard her as a higher being, as the very best and the wisest creature upon the earth, and she was continually strengthening this conviction. For instance, one evening we had been gathering white mushrooms, and when we arrived at the edge of the forest on our way home grandmother sat down to rest while I went behind the tree to see if there were any more mushrooms. Suddenly I heard her voice, and this is what I saw: she was seated by the footpath calmly putting away the root of a mushroom, while near her, with his tongue hanging out, stood a gray, emaciated dog.


    “You go away now! Go away!” said grandmother. “Go, and God be with you!”


    Not long before that Valek had poisoned my dog, and I wanted very much to have this one. I ran to the path. The dog hunched himself strangely without moving his neck, and, looking at me with his green, hungry eyes, leaped into the forest, with his tail between his legs. His movements were not those of a dog, and when I whistled, he hurled himself wildly into the bushes.


    “You saw?” said grandmother, smiling. “At first I was deceived. I thought it was a dog. I looked again and saw that I was mistaken. He had the fangs of a wolf, and the neck, too. I was quite frightened. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘if you are a wolf, take yourself off!’ It is a good thing that wolves are not dangerous in the summer.”


    She was never afraid in the forest, and always found her way home unerringly. By the smell of the grass she knew what kind of mushrooms ought to be found in such and such a place, what sort in another, and often examined me in the subject.


    “What sort of trees do this and that fungus love? How do you distinguish the edible from the poisonous?”


    By hardly visible scratches on the bark of a tree she showed me where the squirrel had made his home in a hollow, and I would climb up and ravage the nest of tlie animal, robbing him of his winter store of nuts. Sometimes there were as many as ten pounds in one nest. And one day, when I was thus engaged, a hunter planted twenty-seven shot in the right side of my body. Grandmother got eleven of them out with a needle, but the rest remained under my skin for many years, coming out by degrees.


    Grandmother was pleased with me for bearing pain patiently.


    “Brave boy!” she praised me. “He who is most patient will be the cleverest.”


    Whenever she had saved a little money from the sale of mushrooms and nuts, she used to lay it on window-sills as “secret alms,” and she herself went about in rags and patches even on Sundays.


    “You go about worse than a beggar. You put me to shame,” grumbled grandfather.


    “What does it matter to you? I am not your daughter. I am not looking for a husband.”


    Their quarrels had become more frequent.


    “I am not more sinful than others,” cried grandfather in injured tones, “but my punishment is greater.”


    Grandmother used to tease him.


    “The devils know what every one is worth.” And she would say to me privately: “My old man is frightened of devils. See how quickly he is aging! It is all from fear; eh, poor man!”


    I had become very hardy during the summer, and quite savage through living in the forest, and I had lost all interest in the life of my contemporaries, such as Ludmilla. She seemed to me to be tiresomely sensible.


    One day grandfather returned from the town very wet. It was autumn, and the rains were falling. Shaking himself on the threshold like a sparrow, he said triumphantly:


    “Well, young rascal, you are going to a new situation tomorrow.”


    “Where now?” asked grandmother, angrily.


    “To your sister Matrena, to her son.”


    “O Father, you have done very wrong.”


    “Hold your tongue, fool! They will make a man of him.”


    Grandmother let her head droop and said nothing more.


    In the evening I told Ludmilla that I was going to live in the town.


    “They are going to take me there soon,” she informed me, thoughtfully. “Papa wants my leg to be taken off altogether. Without it I should get well.”


    She had grown very thin during the summer; the skin of her face had assumed a bluish tint, and her eyes had grown larger.


    “Are you afraid?” I asked her.


    “Yes,” she replied, and wept silently.


    I had no means of consoling her, for I was frightened myself at the prospect of life in town. We sat for a long time in painful silence, pressed close against each other. If it had been summer, I should have asked grandmother to come begging with me, as she had done when she was a girl. We might have taken Ludmilla with us; I could have drawn her along in a little cart. But it was autumn. A damp wind blew up the streets, the sky was heavy with rain-clouds, the earth frowned. It had begun to look dirty and unhappy.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER IV


    
      
    


    ONCE more I was in the town, in a two-storied white house which reminded me of a coffin meant to hold a lot of people. It was a new house, but it looked as if were in ill health, and was bloated like a beggar who has suddenly become rich and has over-eaten. It stood sidewise to the street, and had eight windows to each floor, but where the face of the house ought to have been there were only four windows. The lower windows looked on a narrow passage and on the yard, and the upper windows on the laundress’s little house and the causeway.


    No street, as I understood the term, existed. In front of the house a dirty causeway ran in two directions, cut in two by a narrow dike. To the left, it extended to the House of Detention, and was heaped with rubbish and logs, and at the bottom stood a thick pool of dark-green filth. On the right, at the end of the causeway, the slimy Xvyexdin Pond stagnated. The middle of the causeway was exactly opposite the house, and half of it was strewn with filth and over-grown with nettles and horse sorrel, while in the other half the priest Doriedont Pokrovski had planted a garden in which was a summer-house of thin lathes painted red. If one threw stones at it, the lathes split with a crackling sound.


    The place was intolerably depressing and shamelessly dirty. The autumn had ruthlessly broken up the filthy, rotten earth, changing it into a sort of red resin which clung to one’s feet tenaciously. I had never seen so much dirt in so small a space before, and after being accustomed to the cleanliness of the fields and forests, this corner of the town aroused my disgust.


    Beyond the causeway stretched gray, broken-down fences, and in the distance I recognized the little house in which I had lived when I was shop-boy. The nearness of that house depressed me still more. I had known my master before; he and his brother used to be among mother’s visitors. His brother it was who had sung so comically:


    “Andrei — papa, Andrei — papa—”


    They were not changed. The elder, with a hook nose and long hair, was pleasant in manner and seemed to be kind; the younger, Victor, had the same horse-like face and the same freckles. Their mother, grandmother’s sister, was very cross and fault-finding. The elder son was married. His wife was a splendid creature, white like bread made from Indian corn, with very large, dark eyes. She said to me twice during the first day:


    “I gave your mother a silk cloak trimmed with jet.”


    Somehow I did not want to believe that she had given, and that my mother had accepted, a present. When she reminded me of it again, I said:


    “You gave it to her, and that is the end of the matter; there is nothing to boast about.”


    She started away from me. “Wh-a-at? To whom are you speaking?”


    Her face came out in red blotches, her eyes rolled, and she called her husband.


    He came into the kitchen, with his compasses in his hand and a pencil behind his ear, listened to what his wife had to say, and then said to me:


    “You must speak properly to her and to us all. There must be no insolence.” Then he said to his wife, impatiently, “Don’t disturb me with your nonsense!”


    “What do you mean — nonsense? If your relatives—”


    “The devil take my relatives!” cried the master, rushing away.


    I myself was not pleased to think that they were relatives of grandmother. Experience had taught me that relatives behave worse to one another than do strangers. Their gossip is more spiteful, since they know more of the bad and ridiculous sides of one another than strangers, and they fall out and fight more often.


    I liked my master. He used to shake back his hair with a graceful movement, and tuck it behind his ears, and he reminded me somehow of “Good Business.” He often laughed merrily; his gray eyes looked kindly upon me, and funny wrinkles played divertingly about his aquiline nose.


    “You have abused each other long enough, wild fowl,” he would say to his mother and his wife, showing his small, closely set teeth in a gentle smile.


    The mother-in-law and the daughter-in-law abused each other all day. I was surprised to see how swiftly and easily they plunged into a quarrel. The first thing in the morning, with their hair unbrushed and their clothes unfastened, they would rush about the rooms as if the house were on fire, and they fussed about all day, only pausing to take breath in the dining-room at dinner, tea, or supper. They ate and drank till they could eat and drink no more, and at dinner they talked about the food and disputed lethargically, preparing for a big quarrel. No matter what it was that the mother-in-law had prepared, the daughter-in-law was sure to say: —


    “My mother did not cook it this way.”


    “Well, if that is so, she did it badly, that’s all.”


    “On the contrary, she did it better.”


    “Well, you had better go back to your mother.”


    “I am mistress here.”


    “And who am I?”


    Here the master would intervene.


    “That will do, wild fowl! What is the matter with you? Are you mad?”


    For some inexplicable reason everything about that house was peculiar and mirth-provoking. The way from the kitchen to the dining-room lay through a small closet, the only one in the house, through which they carried the samovar and the food into the dining-room. It was the cause of merry witticisms and often of laughable misunderstandings. I slept in the kitchen, between that door and the one leading to the stairs. My head was hot from the heat of the cooking-stove, but the draft from the stairs blew on my feet. When I retired to bed, I used to take all the mats off the floor and wrap them round my feet.


    The large reception-room, with its two pier-glasses, its pictures in gilt frames, its pair of card-tables, and its dozen Vienna chairs, was a dreary, depressing place. The small drawing-room was simply packed with a medley of soft furniture, with wedding presents, silver articles, and a tea-service. It was adorned with three lamps, one larger than the other two.


    In the dark, windowless bedroom, in addition to the wide bed, there were trunks and cupboards from which came the odors of leaf tobacco and Persian camomile. These three rooms were always unoccupied, while the entire household squeezed itself into the little dining-room. Directly after breakfast, at eight o’clock, the master and his brother moved the table, and, laying sheets of white paper upon it, with cases, pencils, and saucers containing Indian ink, set to work, one at each end of the table. The table was shaky, and took up nearly the whole of the room, and when the mistress and the nurse came out of the nursery they had to brush past the corners.


    “Don’t come fussing about here!” Victor would cry.


    “Vassia, please tell him not to shout at me,” the mistress would say to her husband in an offended tone.


    “All right; but don’t come and shake the table,” her husband would reply peaceably.


    “I am stout, and the room is so small.”


    “Well, we will go and work in the large drawing-room.”


    But at that she cried indignantly:


    “Lord! why on earth should you work in the large drawing-room?”


    At the door of the closet appeared the angry face of Matrena Ivanovna, flushed with the heat of the stove. She called out:


    “You see how it is, Vassia? She knows that you are working, and yet she can’t be satisfied with the other four rooms.”


    Victor laughed maliciously, but the master said:


    “That will do!”


    And the daughter-in-law, with a venomously eloquent gesture, sank into a chair and groaned:


    “I am dying! I am dying!”


    “Don’t hinder my work, the devil take you!” roared the master, turning pale with the exertion. “This is nothing better than a mad-house. Here am I breaking my back to feed you. Oh, you wild fowl!”


    At first these quarrels used to alarm me, especially when the mistress, seizing a table knife, rushed into the closet, and, shutting both the doors, began to shriek like a mad thing. For a minute the house was quiet, then the master, having tried to force the door, stooped down, and called out to me:


    “Climb up on my back and unfasten the hook.” I swiftly jumped on his back, and broke the pane of glass over the door; but when I bent down, the mistress hit me over the head with the blade of the knife. However, I succeeded in opening the door, and the master, dragging his wife into the dining-room after a struggle, took the knife away from her. As I sat in the kitchen rubbing my bruised head, I soon came to the conclusion that I had suffered for nothing. The knife was so blunt that it would hardly cut a piece of bread, and it would certainly never have made an incision in any one’s skin. Besides, there had been no need for me to climb on the master’s back. I could have broken the glass by standing on a chair, and in any case it would have been easier for a grown person to have unfastened the hook, since his arms would have been longer. After that episode the quarrels in the house ceased to alarm me.


    The brothers used to sing in the church choir; sometimes they used to sing softly over their work. The elder would begin in a baritone:


    “The ring, which was the maiden’s heart, I cast from me into the sea.”


    And the younger would join with his tenor:


    “And I with that very ring Her earthly joy did ruin.”


    The mistress would murmur from the nursery: “Have you gone out of your minds? Baby is asleep,” or: “How can you, Vassia, a married man, be singing about girls? Besides, the bell will ring for vespers in a minute.”


    “What’s the matter now? We are only singing a church tune.”


    But the mistress intimated that it was out ox place to sing church tunes here, there, and everywhere. Besides, and she pointed eloquently to the little door.


    “We shall have to change our quarters, or the devil knows what will become of us,” said the master.


    He said just as often that he must get another table, and he said it for three years in succession.


    When I listened to my employers talking about people, I was always reminded of the boot-shop. They used to talk in the same way there. It was evident to me that my present masters also thought themselves better than any one in the town. They knew the rules of correct conduct to the minutest detail, and, guided by these rules, which were not at all clear to me, they judged others pitilessly and unsparingly. This sitting in judgment aroused in me a ferocious resentment and anger against the laws of my employers, and the breaking of those laws became a source of pleasure to me.


    I had a lot of work to do. I fulfilled all the duties of a housemaid, washed the kitchen over on Wednesday, cleaning the samovar and all the copper vessels, and on Saturday cleaned the floor of the rest of the house and both staircases. I had to chop and bring in the wood for the stoves, wash up, prepare vegetables for cooking, and go marketing with the mis — tress, carrying her basket of purchases after her, be — sides running errands to the shops and to the chemist.


    My real mistress, grandmother’s sister, a noisy, indomitable, implacably fierce old woman, rose early at six o’clock, and after washing herself in a hurry, knelt before the icon with only her chemise on, and complained long to God about her life, her children, and her daughter-in-law.


    “Lord,” she would exclaim, with tears in her voice, pressing her two first fingers and her thumbs against her forehead— “Lord, I ask nothing, I want nothing; only give me rest and peace, Lord, by Thy power!”


    Her sobs used to wake me up, and, half asleep, I used to peep from under the blanket, and listen with terror to her passionate prayers. The autumn morning looked dimly in at the kitchen window through panes washed by the rain. On the floor in the cold twilight her gray figure swayed from side to side; she waved her arms alarmingly. Her thin, light hair fell from her small head upon her neck and shoulders from under the swathing handkerchief, which kept slipping off. She would replace it angrily with her left hand, muttering “Oh, bother you!”


    Striking her forehead with force, beating her breast and her shoulders, she would wail:


    “And my daughter-in-law — punish her, O Lord, on my account! Make her pay for all that she has made me suffer! And open the eyes of my son — open his eyes and Victor’s! Lord, help Victor; be merciful to him!”


    Victorushka also slept in the kitchen, and, hearing the groans of his mother, would cry in a sleepy voice:


    “Mamasha, you are running down the young wife again. It is really dreadful.”


    “All right; go to sleep,” the old woman would whisper guiltily. She would be silent for a minute perhaps, and then she would begin to murmur vindictively, “May their bones be broken, and may there be no shelter for them on earth. Lord!”


    Even grandfather had never prayed so terribly.


    When she had said her prayers she used to wake me up.


    “Wake up! You will never get on if you do not get up early. Get the samovar ready! Bring the wood in! Didn’t you get the sticks ready overnight?’


    I tried to be quick in order to escape hearing the frothy whisper of the old woman, but it was impossible to please her. She went about the kitchen like a winter snow-storm, hissing:


    “Not so much noise, you little devil! Wake Victorushka up, and I will give you something! Now run along to the shop!”


    On weekdays I used to buy two pounds of wheaten bread and two copecks’ worth of rolls for the young mistress. When I brought it in, the women would look at it suspiciously, and, weighing it in the palms of their hands, would ask:


    “Wasn’t there a make-weight? No? Open your mouth!” And then they would cry triumphantly: “He has gobbled up the make-weight; here are the crumbs in his teeth! You see, Vassia?”


    I worked willingly enough. It pleased me to abolish dirt from the house, to wash the floors, to clean the copper vessels, the warm-holes, and the door-handles. More than once I heard the women remark about me in their peaceful moments:


    “He is zealous.”


    “And clean.”


    “Only he is very impudent.”


    “Well, Mother, who has educated him?’


    They both tried to educate me to respect them, but I regarded them as half witted. I did not like them; I would not obey them, and I used to answer them back. The young mistress must have noticed what a bad effect their speeches had upon me, for she said with increasing frequency:


    “You ought to remember from what a poor family you have been taken. I gave your mother a silk cloak trimmed with jet.”


    One day I said to her:


    “Do you want me to skin myself to pay for the cloak?”


    “Good gracious!” she cried in a tone of alarm, “this boy is capable of setting fire to the place!”


    I was extremely surprised. Why did she say that?


    They both complained to the master about me on this occasion, and he said to me sternly:


    “Now, my boy, you had better look out.” But one day he said coolly to his wife and his mother: “You are a nice pair! You ride the boy as if he were a gelding! Any other boy would have run away long ago if you had not worked him to death first.”


    This made the women so angry that they wept, and his wife stamped her foot, crying:


    “How can you speak like that before him, you long-haired fool? What can I do with him after this? And in my state of health, too!”


    The mother cried sadly:


    “May God forgive you, Vassia Vassilich! Only, mark my words, you are spoiling that boy.”


    When they had gone away raging, the master said to me sternly:


    “You see, you little devil, what rows you cause! I shall take you back to your grandfather, and you can be a rag-picker again.”


    This insult was more than I could bear, and I said:


    “I had a better life as a rag-picker than I have with you. You took me as a pupil, and what have you taught me? To empty the dish-water!”


    He took me by the hair, but not roughly, and looked into my eyes, saying in a tone of astonishment:


    “I see you are rebellious. That, my lad, won’t suit me. N-o-o.”


    I thought that I should be sent away for this, but a few days later he came into the kitchen with a roll of thick paper, a pencil, a square, and a ruler in his hands.


    “When you have finished cleaning the knives, draw this.”


    On one sheet of paper was outlined the fagade of a two-storied house, with many windows and absurd decorations.


    “Here are compasses for you. Place dots on the paper where the ends of the lines come, and then draw from point to point with a ruler, lengthwise first — that will be horizontal — and then across — that will be vertical. Now get on with it.”


    I was delighted to have some clean work to do, but I gazed at the paper and the instruments with reverent fear, for I understood nothing about them. However, after washing my hands, I sat down to learn. I drew all the horizontal lines on the sheet and compared them. They were quite good, although three seemed superfluous. I drew the vertical lines, and observed with astonishment that the face of the house was absurdly disfigured. The windows had crossed over to the partition wall, and one came out behind the wall and hung in mid-air. The front steps were raised in the air to the height of the second floor; a cornice appeared in the middle of the roof; and a dormer-window on the chimney.


    For a long time, hardly able to restrain my tears, I gazed at those miracles of inaccuracy, trying to make out how they had occurred; and not being able to arrive at any conclusion, I decided to rectify the mistakes by the aid of fancy. I drew upon the fagade of the house, upon the cornices, and the edge of the roof, crows, doves, and sparrows, and on the ground in front of the windows, people with crooked legs, under umbrellas which did not quite hide their deformities. Then I drew slanting lines across the whole, and took my work to my master.


    He raised his eyebrows, ruffled his hair, and gruffly inquired:


    “What is all this about?”


    “That is rain coming down,” I explained. “When it rains, the house looks crooked, because the rain itself is always crooked. The birds — you see, these are all birds — are taking shelter. They always do that when it rains. And these people are running home. There — that is a lady who has fallen down, and that is a peddler with lemons to sell.”


    “I am much obliged to you,” said my master, and bending over the table till his hair swept the paper, he burst out laughing as he cried:


    “Och! you deserve to be torn up and thrown away yourself, you wild sparrow!”


    The mistress came in, and having looked at my work, said to her husband:


    “Beat him!”


    But the master said peaceably:


    “That’s all right; I myself did not begin any better.”


    Obliterating the spoiled house with a red pencil, he gave me some paper.


    “Try once more.”


    The second copy came out better, except that a window appeared in place of the front door. But I did not like to think that the house was empty, so I filled it with all sorts of inmates. At the windows sat ladies with fans in their hands, and cavaliers with cigarettes. One of these, a non-smoker, was making a “long nose” at all the others. A cabman stood on the steps, and near him lay a dog.


    “Why, you have been scribbling over it again!” the master exclaimed angrily.


    I explained to him that a house without inhabitants was a dull place, but he only scolded me.


    “To the devil with all this foolery! If you want to learn, learn! But this is rubbish!”


    When at length I learned to make a copy of the fagade which resembled the original he was pleased.


    “There, you see what you can do! Now, if you choose, we shall soon get on,” and he gave me a lesson.


    “Make a plan of this house, showing the arrangement of the rooms, the places of the doors and win — dows, and the rest. I shall not show you how. You must do it by yourself.”


    I went to the kitchen and debated. How was I to do it? But at this point my studies in the art of drawing came to a standstill.


    The old mistress came to me and said spitefully:


    “So you want to draw?”


    Seizing me by the hair, she bumped my head on the table so hard that my nose and lips were bruised. Then she darted upon and tore up the paper, swept the instruments from the table, and with her hands on her hips said triumphantly:


    “That was more than I could stand. Is an outsider to do the work while his only brother, his own flesh and blood, goes elsewhere?”


    The master came running in, his wife rushed after him, and a wild scene began. All three flew at one another, spitting and howling, and it ended in the women weeping, and the master saying to me:


    “You will have to give up the idea for a time, and not learn. You can see for yourself what comes of it!”


    I pitied him. He was so crushed, so defenseless, and quite deafened by the shrieks of the women. I had realized before that the old woman did not like my studying, for she used to hinder me purposely, so I always asked her before I sat down to my drawing:


    “There is nothing for me to do?”


    She would answer frowningly:


    “When there is I will tell you,” and in a few minutes she would send me on some errand, or she would say: “How beautifully you cleaned the staircase today! The corners are full of dirt and dust. Go and sweep them!”


    I would go and look, but there was never any dust.


    “Do you dare to argue with me?” she would cry.


    One day she upset kvass all over my drawings, and at another time she spilt oil from the image lamp over them. She played tricks on me like a young girl, with childish artfulness, and with childish ignorance trying to conceal her artfulness. Never before or since have I met a person who was so soon put into a temper and for such trivial reasons, nor any one so passionately fond of complaining about every one and everything. People, as a rule, are given to complaining, but she did it with a peculiar delight, as if she were singing a song.


    Her love for her son was like an insanity. It amused me, but at the same time it frightened me by what I can only describe as its furious intensity. Sometimes, after her morning prayers, she would stand by the stove, with her elbows resting on the mantel-board, and would whisper hotly:


    “My luck! My idol! My little drop of hot blood, like a jewel! Light as an angel! He sleeps. Sleep on, child! Clothe thy soul with happy dreams! Dream to thyself a bride, beautiful above all others, a princess and an heiress, the daughter of a merchant! As for your enemies, may they perish as soon as they are born! And your friends, may they live for a hundred years, and may the girls run after you like ducks after the drake!”


    All this was inexpressibly ludicrous to me. Coarse, lazy Victor was like a woodpecker, with a woodpecker’s large, mottled nose, and the same stubborn and dull nature. Sometimes his mother’s whispers awoke him, and he muttered sleepily:


    “Go to the devil, Mamasha! What do you mean by snorting right in my face? You make life unbearable.”


    Sometimes she stole away humbly, laughing:


    “Well, go to sleep! Go to sleep, saucy fellow!”


    But sometimes her legs seemed to give way, her feet came down heavily on the edge of the stove, and she opened her mouth and panted loudly, as if her tongue were on fire, gurgling out caustic words.


    “So-o? It’s your mother you are sending to the devil. Ach! you! My shame! Accursed heart-sore! The devil must have set himself in my heart to ruin you from birth!”


    She uttered obscene words, words of the drunken streets. It was painful to listen to her. She slept little, fitfully jumping down from the stove sometimes several times in the night, and coming over to the couch to wake me.


    “What is it?”


    “Be quiet!” she would whisper, crossing herself and looking at something in the darkness. “O Lord, Elias the prophet, great martyr Varvara, save me from sudden death!”


    She lighted the candle with a trembling hand. Her round, nosy face was swollen tensely; her gray eyes, blinking alarmingly, gazed fixedly at the surroundings, which looked different in the twilight. The kitchen, which was large, but encumbered with cupboards and trunks, looked small by night. There the moonbeams lived quietly; the flame of the lamp burning before the icon quivered; the knives gleamed like icicles on the walls; on the floor the black frying-pans looked like faces without eyes.


    The old woman would clamber down cautiously from the stove, as if she were stepping into the water from a river-bank, and, slithering along with her bare feet, went into the corner, where over the wash-stand hung a ewer that reminded me of a severed head. There was also a pitcher of water standing there. Choking and panting, she drank the water, and then looked out of the window through the pale-blue pattern of hoar-frost on the panes.


    “Have mercy on me, O God! have mercy on me!” she prayed in a whisper. Then putting out the candle, she fell on her knees, and whispered in an aggrieved tone: “Who loves me, Lord? To whom am I necessary?’


    Climbing back on the stove, and opening the little door of the chimney, she tried to feel if the flue-plate lay straight, soiling her hands with soot, and fell asleep at that precise moment, just as if she had been struck by an invisible hand. When I felt resentful toward her I used to think what a pity it was that she had not married grandfather. She would have led him a life!


    She often made me very miserable, but there were days when her puffy face became sad, her eyes were suffused with tears, and she said very touchingly:


    “Do you think that I have an easy time? I brought children into the world, reared them, set them on their feet, and for what”? To live with them and be their general servant. Do you think that is sweet to me”?


    My son has brought a strange woman and new blood into the family. Is it nice for me? Well?”


    “No, it is not,” I said frankly.


    “Aha! there you are, you seel” And she began to talk shamelessly about her daughter-in-law. “Once I went with her to the bath and saw her. Do you think she has anything to flatter herself about? Can she be called beautiful?”


    She always spoke objectionably about the relations of husband and wife. At first her speeches aroused my disgust, but I soon accustomed myself to listen to them with attention and with great interest, feeling that there was something painfully true about them.


    “Woman is strength; she deceived God Himself. That is so,” she hissed, striking her hand on the table. “Through Eve are we all condemned to hell. What do you think of that?”


    On the subject of woman’s power she could talk endlessly, and it always seemed as if she were trying to frighten some one in these conversations. I particularly remembered that “Eve deceived God.”


    Overlooking our yard was the wing of a large building, and of the eight flats comprised in it, four were occupied by officers, and the fifth by the regimental chaplain. The yard was always full of officers’ servants and orderlies, after whom ran laundresses, house — maids, and cooks. Dramas and romances were being carried on in all the kitchens, accompanied by tears, quarrels, and fights. The soldiers quarreled among themselves and with the landlord’s workmen; they used to beat the women.


    The yard was a seething pot of what is called vice, immorality, the wild, untamable appetites of healthy lads. This life, which brought out all the cruel sensuality, the thoughtless tyranny, the obscene boastful — ness of the conqueror, was criticized in every detail by my employers at dinner, tea, and supper. The old woman knew all the stories of the yard, and told them with gusto, rejoicing in the misfortunes of others. The younger woman listened to these tales in silence, smiling with her swollen lips. Victor used to burst out laughing, but the master would frown and say:


    “That will do, Mamasha!”


    “Good Lord! I mustn’t speak now, I suppose!” the story-teller complained; but Victor encouraged her.


    “Go on, Mother! What is there to hinder you? We are all your own people, after all.”


    I could never understand why one should talk shamelessly before one’s own people.


    The elder son bore himself toward his mother with contemptuous pity, and avoided being alone with her, for if that happened, she would surely overwhelm him with complaints against his wife, and would never fail to ask him for money. He would hastily press into her hand a ruble or so or several pieces of small silver.


    “It is not right, Mother; take the money. I do not grudge it to you, but it is unjust.”


    “But I want it for beggars, for candles when I go to church.”


    “Now, where will you find beggars there? You will end by spoiling Victor.”


    “You don’t love your brother. It is a great sin on your part.”


    He would go out, waving her away.


    Victor’s manner to his mother was coarse and derisive. He was very greedy, and he was always hun — gry. On Sundays his mother used to bake custards, and she always hid a few of them in a vessel under the couch on which I slept. When Victor left the dinner-table he would get them out and grumble:


    “Couldn’t you have saved a few more, you old fool?”


    “Make haste and eat them before any one sees you.”


    “I will tell how you steal cakes for me behind their backs.”


    Once I took out the vessel and ate two custards, for which Victor nearly killed me. He disliked me as heartily as I disliked him. He used to jeer at me and make me clean his boots about three times a day, and when I slept in the loft, he used to push up the trap-door and spit in the crevice, trying to aim at my head.


    It may be that in imitation of his brother, who often said “wild fowl,” Victor also needed to use some catch-words, but his were all senseless and particularly ab — surd.


    “Mamasha! Left wheel! where are my socks?”


    And he used to follow me about with stupid questions.


    “Alesha, answer me. Whv do we write ‘sinenki’ and pronounce it ‘phiniki? Why do we say ‘Kolokola’ and not ‘Okolokola”? Why do we say ‘K’derevou’ and not ‘gdye plachou?”


    I did not like the way any of them spoke, and having been educated in the beautiful tongue which grand — mother and grandfather spoke, I could not understand at first how words that had no sort of connection came to be coupled together, such as “terribly funny,” “I am dying to eat,” “awfully happy.” It seemed to me that what was funny could not be terrible, that to be happy could not be awful, and that people did not die for something to eat.


    “Can one say that?” I used to ask them; but they jeered at me:


    “I say, what a teacher! Do you want your ears plucked?”


    But to talk of “plucking” ears also appeared incorrect to me. One could “pluck” grass and flowers and nuts, but not ears. They tried to prove to me that ears could be plucked, but they did not convince me, and I said triumphantly:


    “Anyhow, you have not plucked my ears.”


    All around me I saw much cruel insolence, filthy shamelessness. It was far worse here than in the Kunavin streets, which were full of “houses of resort” and “street-walkers.” Beneath the filth and brutality in Kunavin there was a something which made itself felt, and which seemed to explain it all — a strenuous, half-starved existence and hard work. But here they were overfed and led easy lives, and the work went on its way without fuss or worry. A corrosive, fretting weariness brooded over all.


    My life was hard enough, anyhow, but I felt it still harder when grandmother came to see me. She would appear from the black flight of steps, enter the kitchen, cross herself before the icon, and then bow low to her younger sister. That bow bent me down like a heavy weight, and seemed to smother me.


    “Ah, Akulina, is it you?” was my mistress’s cold and negligent greeting to grandmother.


    I should not have recognized grandmother. Her lips modestly compressed, her face changed out of knowledge, she set herself quietly on a bench near the door, keeping silence like a guilty creature, except when she answered her sister softly and submissively. This was torture to me, and I used to say angrily:


    “What are you sitting there for?”


    Winking at me kindly, she replied:


    “You be quiet. You are not master here.”


    “He is always meddling in matters which do not concern him, however we beat him or scold him,” and the mistress was launched on her complaints.


    She often asked her sister spitefully:


    “Well, Akulina, so you are living like a beggar?”


    “That is a misfortune.”


    “It is no misfortune where there is no shame.”


    “They say that Christ also lived on charity.”


    “Blockheads say so, and heretics, and you, old fool, listen to them! Christ was no beggar, but the Son of God. He will come, it is said, in glory, to judge the quick and dead — and dead, mind you. You will not be able to hide yourself from Him, Matushka, although you may be burned to ashes. He is punishing you and Vassili now for your pride, and on my account, because I asked help from you when you were rich.”


    “And I helped you as much as it was in my power to do,” answered grandmother, calmly, “and God will pay us back, you know.” &lt;


    “It was little enough you did, little enough.”


    Grandmother was bored and worried by her sister’s untiring tongue. I listened to her squeaky voice and wondered how grandmother could put up with it. In that moment I did not love her.


    The young mistress came out of her room and nodded affably to grandmother.


    “Come into the dining-room. It is all right; come along!”


    The master would receive grandmother joyfully.


    “Ah, Akulina, wisest of all, how are you? Is old man Kashirin still alive?”


    And grandmother would give him her most cordial smile.


    “Are you still working your hardest?”


    “Yes; always working, like a convict.”


    Grandmother conversed with him affectionately and well, but in the tone of a senior. Sometimes he called my mother to mind.


    “Ye-es, Varvara Vassilievna. What a woman! A heroine, eh?”


    His wife turned to grandmother and put in:


    “Do you remember my giving her that cloak — black silk trimmed with jet?”


    “Of course I do.”


    “It was quite a good one.”


    “Ye-es,” muttered the master, “a cloak, a palm; and life is a trickster.”


    “What are you talking about?” asked his wife, suspiciously.


    “I? Oh, nothing in particular. Happy days and good people soon pass away.”


    “I don’t know what is the matter with you,” said my mistress, uneasily.


    Then grandmother was taken to see the new baby, and while I was clearing away the dirty cups and saucers from the table the master said to me:


    “She is a good old woman, that grandmother of yours.”


    I was deeply grateful to him for those words, and when I was alone with grandmother, I said to her, with a pain in my heart:


    “Why do you come here? Why? Can’t you see how they—”


    “Ach, Olesha, I see everything,” she replied, looking at me with a kind smile on her wonderful face, and I felt conscience-stricken. Why, of course she saw everything and knew everything, even what was going on in my soul at that moment. Looking round carefully to see that no one was coming, she embraced me, saying feelingly:


    “I would not come here if it were not for you. What are they to me? As a matter of fact, grandfather is ill, and I am tired with looking after him. I have not been able to do any work, so I have no money, and my son Mikhail has turned Sascha out. I have him now to give food and drink, too. They promised to give you six rubles a month, and I don’t suppose you have had a ruble from them, and you have been here nearly half a year.” Then she whispered in my ear: “They say they have to lecture you, scold you, they say that you do not obey; but, dear heart, stay with them. Be patient for two short years while you grow strong. You will be patient, yes?”


    I promised. It was very difficult. That life oppressed me; it was a threadbare, depressing existence. The only excitement was about food, and I lived as in a dream. Sometimes I thought that I would have to run away, but the accursed winter had set in. Snow-storms raged by night, the wind rushed over the top of the house, and the stanchions cracked with the pressure of the frost. Whither could I run away?


    They would not let me go out, and in truth it was no weather for walking. The short winter day, full of the bustle of housework, passed with elusive swiftness. But they made me go to church, on Saturday to vespers and on Sunday to high mass.


    I liked being in church. Standing somewhere in a corner where there was more room and where it was darker, I loved to gaze from a distance at the iconastasis, which looked as if it were swimming in the candlelight flowing in rich, broad streams over the floor of the reading-desk. The dark figures of the icons moved gently, the gold embroidery on the vestments of the priests quivered joyfully, the candle flames burned in the dark-blue atmosphere like golden bees, and the heads of the women and children looked like flowers. All the surroundings seemed to blend harmoniously with the singing the choir. Everything seemed to be imbued with the weird spirit of legends. The church seemed to oscillate like a cradle, rocking in pitch-black space.


    Sometimes I imagined that the church was sunk deep in a lake in which it lived, concealed, a life peculiar to itself, quite different from any other form of life. I have no doubt now that this idea had its source in grandmother’s stories of the town of Kitej, and I often found myself dreamily swaying, keeping time, as it were, with the movement around me. Lulled into somnolence by the singing of the choir, the murmur of prayers, the breath of the congregation, I concentrated myself upon the melodious, melancholy story:


    “They are closing upon us, the accursed Tatars. Yes, these unclean beasts are closing in upon Kitej The glorious; yea, at the holy hour of matins.


    O Lord, our God!

    Holy Mother of God!

    Save Thy servants

    To sing their morning praises,

    To listen to the holy chants!

    Oi, let not the Tatars

    Jeer at holy church;

    Let them not put to shame

    Our women and maidens;

    Seize the little maids to be their toys,

    And the old men to be put to a cruel death!

    And the God of Sabaoth heard,

    The Holy Mother heard,

    These human sighs,

    These Christians’ plaints.

    And He said, the Lord of Sabaoth,

    To the Holy Angel Michael,

    ‘Go thou, Michael,

    Make the earth shake under Kitej;

    Let Kitej sink into the lake!’

    And there to this day

    The people do pray.

    Never resting, and never weary

    From matins to vespers.

    Through all the holy offices.

    Forever and evermore!”


    
      
    


    At that time my head was full of grandmother’s poetry, as full as a beehive of honey. I used even to think in verse.


    I did not pray in church. I felt ashamed to utter the angry prayers and psalms of lamentation of grandfather’s God in the presence of grandmother’s God, Who, I felt sure, could take no more pleasure in them than I did myself, for the simple reason that they were all printed in books, and of course He knew them all by heart, as did all people of education. And this is why, when my heart was oppressed by a gentle grief or irritated by the petty grievances of every day, I tried to make up prayers for myself. And when I began to think about my uncongenial work, the words seemed to form themselves into a complaint without any effort on my part:


    “Lord, Lord! I am very miserable! Oh, let me grow up quickly. For this life I can’t endure. O Lord, forgive! From my studies I get no benefit. For that devil’s puppet. Granny Matrena, Howls at me like a wolf, And my life is very bitter!”


    To this day I can remember some of these prayers. The workings of the brain in childhood leave a very deep impression; often they influence one’s whole life.


    I liked being in church; I could rest there as I rested in the forests and fields. My small heart, which was already familiar with grief and soiled by the mire of a coarse life, laved itself in hazy, ardent dreams. But I went to church only during the hard frosts, or when a snow-storm swept wildly up the streets, when it seemed as if the very sky were frozen, and the wind swept across it with a cloud of snow, and the earth lay frozen under the snow-drifts as if it would never live again.


    When the nights were milder I used to like to wander through the streets of the town, creeping along by all the darkest corners. Sometimes I seemed to walk as if I had wings, flying along like the moon in the sky. My shadow crept in front of me, extinguishing the sparkles of light in the snow, bobbing up and down comically. The night watchman patrolled the streets, rattle in hand, clothed in a heavy sheepskin, his dog at his side. Vague outlines of people came out of yards and flitted along the streets, and the dog gave chase. Sometimes I met gay young ladies with their escorts. I had an idea that they also were playing truant from vespers.


    Sometimes through a lighted fortochka there came a peculiar smell, faint, unfamiliar, suggestive of a kind of life of which I was ignorant. I used to stand under the windows and inhale it, trying to guess what it was to live like the people in such a house lived. It was the hour of vespers, and yet they were singing merrily, laughing, and playing on a sort of guitar. The deep, stringy sound flowed through the fortochka.


    Of special interest to me were the one-storied, dwarfed houses at the corners of the deserted streets, Tikhonovski and Martinovski. I stood there on a moonlight night in mid-Lent and listened to the weird sounds — it sounded as if some one were singing loudly with his mouth closed — which floated out through the fortochka together with a warm steam. The words were indistinguishable, but the song seemed to be familiar and intelligible to me; but when I listened to that, I could not hear the stringy sound which languidly interrupted the flow of song. I sat on the curbstone thinking what a wonderful melody was being played on some sort of insupportable violin — in supportable because it hurt me to listen to it. Some — times they sang so loudly that the whole house seemed to shake, and the panes of the windows rattled. Like tears, drops fell from the roof, and from my eyes also.


    The night watchman had come close to me without my being aware of it, and, pushing me off the curbstone, said:


    “What are you stuck here for?”


    “The music,” I explained.


    “A likely tale! Be off now!”


    I ran quickly round the houses and returned to my place under the window, but they were not playing now. From the fortochka proceeded sounds of revelry, and it was so unlike the sad music that I thought I must be dreaming. I got into the habit of running to this house every Saturday, but only once, and that was in the spring, did I hear the violoncello again, and then it played without a break till midnight. When I reached home I got a thrashing.


    These walks at night beneath the winter sky througn the deserted streets of the town enriched me greatly. I purposely chose streets far removed from the center, where there were many lamps, and friends of my master who might have recognized me. Then he would find out how I played truant from vespers. No “drunkards,” “street-walkers,” or policemen interfered with me in the more remote streets, and I could see into the rooms of the lower floors if the windows were not frozen over or curtained.


    Many and diverse were the pictures which I saw through those windows. I saw people praying, kissing, quarreling, playing cards, talking busily and soundlessly the while. It was a cheap panoramic show representing a dumb, fish-like life.


    I saw in one basement room two women, a young one and another who was her senior, seated at a table; opposite them sat a school-boy reading to them. The younger woman listened with puckered brows, leaning back in her chair; but the elder, who was thin, with luxuriant hair, suddenly covered her face with her hands, and her shoulders heaved. The school-boy threw down the book, and when the younger woman had sprung to her feet and gone away, he fell on his knees before the woman with the lovely hair and began to kiss her hands.


    Through another window I saw a large, bearded man with a woman in a red blouse sitting on his knee. He was rocking her as if she had been a baby, and was evidently singing something, opening his mouth wide and rolling his eyes. The woman was shaking with laughter, throwing herself backward and swinging her feet. He made her sit up straight again, and again began to sing, and again she burst out laughing. I gazed at them for a long time, and went away only when I realized that they meant to keep up their merriment all night.


    There were many pictures of this kind which will always remain in my memory, and often I was so attracted by them that I was late in returning home. This aroused the suspicions of my employers, who asked me:


    “What church did you go to? Who was the officiating priest?”


    They knew all the priests of the town; they knew what gospel would be read, in fact, they knew everything. It was easy for them to catch me in a lie.


    Both women worshiped the wrathful God of my grandfather — the God Who demanded that we should approach Him in fear. His name was ever on their lips; even in their quarrels they threatened one another:


    “Wait! God will punish you! He will plague you for this! Just wait!”


    On the Sunday in the first week of Lent the old woman cooked some butters and burned them all. Flushed with the heat of the stove, she cried angrily:


    “The devil take you!” And suddenly, sniffing at the frying-pan, her face grew dark, and she threw the utensil on the floor and moaned: “Bless me, the pan has been used for flesh food! It is unclean! It did not catch when I used it clean on Monday.”


    Falling on her knees, she entreated with tears:


    “Lord God, Father, forgive me, accursed that I am! For the sake of Thy sufferings and passion forgive me! Do not punish an old fool, Lord!”


    The burned fritters were given to the dog, the pan was destroyed, but the young wife began to reproach her mother-in-law in their quarrels.


    “You actually cooked fritters in Lent in a pan which had been used for flesh-meat.”


    They dragged their God into all the household affairs, into every corner of their petty, insipid lives, and thus their wretched life acquired outward significance and importance, as if every hour was devoted to the service of a Higher Power. The dragging of God into all this dull emptiness oppressed me, and I used to look involuntarily into the corners, aware of being observed by invisible beings, and at night I was wrapped in a cloud of fear. It came from the corner where the ever-burning lamp flickered before the icon.


    On a level with this shelf was a large window with two sashes joined by a stanchion. Fathomless, deep-blue space looked into the window, and if one made a quick movement, everything became merged in this deep-blue gulf, and floated out to the stars, into the deathly stillness, without a sound, just as a stone sinks when it is thrown into the water.


    I do not remember how I cured myself of this terror, but I did cure myself, and that soon. Grandmother’s good God helped me, and I think it was then that I realized the simple truth, namely, that no harm could come to me; that I should not be punished without fault of my own; that it was not the law of life that the innocent should suffer; and that I was not responsible for the faults of others.


    I played truant from mass too, especially in the spring, the irresistible force of which would not let me go to church. If I had a seven-copeck piece given me for the collection, it was my destruction. I bought hucklebones, played all the time mass was going on, and was inevitably late home. And one day I was clever enough to lose all the coins which had been given me for prayers for the dead and the blessed bread, so that I had to take some one else’s portion when the priest came from the altar and handed it round.


    I was terribly fond of gambling, and it became a craze with me. I was skilful enough, and strong, and I swiftly gained renown in games of hucklebones, billiards, and skittles in the neighboring streets.


    During Lent I was ordered to prepare for communion, and I went to confession to our neighbor Father Dorimedont Pokrovski. I regarded him as a hard man, and had committed many sins against him personally. I had thrown stones at the summer-house in his garden, and had quarreled with his children. In fact he might call to mind, if he chose, many similar acts annoying to him. This made me feel very uneasy, and when I stood in the poor little church awaiting my turn to go to confession my heart throbbed tremulously.


    But Father Dorimedont greeted me with a good-natured, grumbling exclamation.


    “Ah, it is my neighbor! Well, kneel down! What sins have you committed?”


    He covered my head with a heavy velvet cloth. I inhaled the odor of wax and incense. It was difficult to speak, and I felt reluctant to do so.


    “Have you been obedient to your elders?”


    “No.”


    “Say, I have sinned.’”


    To my own surprise I let fall:


    “I have stolen.”


    “How was that? Where?” asked the priest, thoughtfully and without haste.


    “At the church of the three bishops, at Pokrov, and at Nikoli.”


    “Well, that is in all the churches. That was wrong, my child; it was a sin. Do you understand?”


    “I understand.”


    “Say, ‘I have sinned.’ What did you steal for? Was it for something to eat?”


    “Sometimes and sometimes it was because I had lost money at play, and, as I had to take home some blessed bread, I stole it.”


    Father Dorimedont whispered something indistinctly and wearily, and then, after a few more ques — tions, suddenly inquired sternly:


    “Have you been reading forbidden books?”


    Naturally I did not understand this question, and I asked:’


    “What books do you mean?”


    “Forbidden books. Have you been reading any?”


    “No; not one.”


    “Your sins are remitted. Stand up!”


    I glanced at his face in amazement. He looked thoughtful and kind. I felt uneasy, conscience-stricken. In sending me to confession, my employers had spoken about its terrors, impressing on me to confess honestly even my slightest sins.


    “I have thrown stones at your summer-house,” I deposed.


    The priest raised his head and, looking past me, said:


    “That was very wrong. Now go!”


    “And at your dog.”


    “Next!” called out Father Dorimedont, still looking past me.


    I came away feeling deceived and offended. To be put to all that anxiety about the terrors of confession, and to find, after all, that it was not only far from terrible, but also uninteresting! The only interesting thing about it was the question about the forbidden books, of which I knew nothing. I remembered the schoolboy reading to the women in that basement room, and “Good Business,” who also had many black, thick books, with unintelligible illustrations.


    The next day they gave me fifteen copecks and sent me to communion. Easter was late. The snow had been melted a long time, the streets were dry, the roadways sent up a cloud of dust, and the day was sunny and cheerful. Near the church was a group of workmen gambling with hucklebones. I decided that there was plenty of time to go to communion, and asked if I might join in.


    “Let me play.”


    “The entrance-fee is one copeck,” said a pock-marked, ruddy-faced man, proudly. Not less proudly I replied: “I put three on the second pair to the left.” “The stakes are on!” And the game began. I changed the fifteen-copeck piece and placed my three copecks on the pair of hucklebones. Whoever hit that pair would receive that money, but if he failed to hit them, he had to give me three copecks. I was in luck. Two of them took aim and lost. I had won six copecks from grown-up men. My spirits rose greatly. But one of the players remarked:


    “You had better look out for that youngster or he will be running away with his winnings.”


    This I regarded as an insult, and I said hotly: “Nine copecks on the pair at the extreme left.” However, this did not make much impression on the players. Only one lad of my own age cried:


    “See how lucky he is, that little devil from the Zvezdrinki; I know him.”


    A thin workman who smelt like a furrier said maliciously:


    “He is a little devil, is he Goo-oo-ood!”


    Taking a sudden aim, he coolly knocked over my stake, and, bending down to me, said: “Will that make you howl?’


    “Three copecks on the pair to the right!”


    “I shall have another three,” he said, but he lost. One could not put money on the same “horse” more than three times running, so I chose other nucklebones and won four more copecks. I had a heap of nucklebones. But when my turn came again, I placed money — three times, and lost it all. Simultaneously mass was finished, the bell rang, and the people came out of church.


    “Are you married?” inquired the furrier, intending to seize me by the hair; but I eluded him, and overtaking a lad in his Sunday clothes I inquired politely:


    “Have you been to communion?”


    “Well, and suppose I have; what then?” he answered, looking at me contemptuously.


    I asked him to tell me how people took communion, what words the priest said, and what I ought to have done.


    The young fellow shook me roughly and roared out in a terrifying voice:


    “You have played the truant from communion, you heretic! Well, I am not going to tell you anything. Let your father skin you for it!”


    I ran home expecting to be questioned, and certain that they would discover that I had not been to communion; but after congratulating me, the old woman asked only one question:


    “How much did you give to the clerk? Much?”


    “Five copecks,” I answered, without turning a hair.


    “And three copecks for himself; that would leave you seven copecks, animal!”


    It was springtime. Each succeeding spring was clothed differently, and seemed brighter and pleasanter than the preceding one. The young grass and the fresh green birch gave forth an intoxicating odor. I had an uncontrollable desire to loiter in the fields and listen to the lark, lying face downward on the warm earth; but I had to clean the winter coats and help to put them away in the trunks, to cut up leaf tobacco, and dust the furniture, and to occupy myself from morning till night with duties which were to me both unpleasant and needless.


    In my free hours I had absolutely nothing to live for. In our wretched street there was nothing, and beyond that I was not allowed to go. The yard was full of cross, tired workmen, untidy cooks, and washer-women, and every evening I saw disgusting sights so offensive to me that I wished that I was blind.


    I went up into the attic, taking some scissors and some colored paper with me, and cut out some lace-like designs with which I ornamented the rafters. It was, at any rate, something on which my sorrow could feed. I longed with all my heart to go to some place where people slept less, quarreled less, and did not so wearisomely beset God with complaints, and did not so frequently offend people with their harsh judgments.


    On the Saturday after Easter they brought the miraculous icon of Our Lady of Vlandimirski from the Oranski Monastery to the town. The image became the guest of the town for half of the month of June, and blessed all the dwellings of those who attended the church. It was brought to my employers’ house on a weekday. I was cleaning the copper things in the kitchen when the young mistress cried out in a scared voice from her room:


    “Open the front door. They are bringing the Oranski icon here.”


    I rushed down, very dirty, and with greasy hands as rough as a brick opened the door. A young man with a lamp in one hand and a thurible in the other grumbled gently:


    “Are you all asleep? Give a hand here!”


    Two of the inhabitants carried the heavy icon-case up the narrow staircase. I helped them by supporting the edge, of it with my dirty hands and my shoulder. The monk came heavily behind me, chanting unwillingly with his thick voice:


    “Holy Mother of God, pray for us!”


    I thought, with sorrowful conviction:


    “She is angry with me because I have touched her with dirty hands, and she will cause my hands to wither.”


    They placed the icon in the corner of the anti-chamber on two chairs, which were covered with a clean sheet, and on each side of it stood two monks, young and beautiful like angels. They had bright eyes, joyful expressions, and lovely hair.


    Prayers were said.


    “O, Mother Renowned,” the big priest chanted, and all the while he was feeling the swollen lobe of his ear, which was hidden in his luxuriant hair.


    “Holy Mother of God, pray for u-u-us!” sang the monks, wearily.


    I loved the Holy Virgin. According to grandmother’s stories it was she who sowed on the earth, for the consolation of the poor, all the flowers, all the joys, every blessing and beauty. And when the time came to salute her, without observing how the adults conducted themselves toward her, I kissed the icon palpitatingly on the face, the lips. Some one with pow — erful hands hurled me to the door. I do not remem — ber seeing the monks go away, carrying the icon, but I remember very well how my employers sat on the floor around me and debated with much fear and anxiety what would become of me.


    “We shall have to speak to the priest about him and have him taught,” said the master, who scolded me without rancor.


    “Ignoramus! How is it that you did not know that you should not kiss the lips? You must have been taught that at school.”


    For several days I waited, resigned, wondering what actually would happen to me. I had touched the icon with dirty hands; I had saluted it in a forbidden manner; I should not be allowed to go unpunished.


    But apparently the Mother of God forgave the involuntary sin which had been prompted by sheer love, or else her punishment was so light that I did not notice it among the frequent punishments meted out to me by these good people.


    Sometimes, to annoy the old mistress, I said compunctiously:


    “But the Holy Virgin has evidently forgotten to punish me.”


    “You wait,” answered the old woman, maliciously. “We shall see.”


    While I decorated the rafters of the attic with pink tea-wrappers, silver paper, leaves from trees, and all kinds of things, I used to sing anything that came into my head, setting the words to church melodies, as the Kalmucks do on the roads.


    “I am sitting in the attic With scissors in my hand, Cutting paper — paper. A dunce am I, and dull. If I were a dog, I could run where’er I wished; But now they all cry out to me: ‘Sit down! Be silent, rogue, While your skin is whole!’”


    The old woman came to look at my work, and burst out laughing.


    “You should decorate the kitchen like that.”


    One day the master came up to the attic, looked at my performance, and said, with a sigh:


    “You are an amusing fellow, Pyeshkov; the devil you are! I wonder what you will become, a conjurer or what? One can’t guess.” And he gave me a large Nikolaivski five-copeck piece.


    By means of a thin wire I fastened the coin in the most prominent position among my works of art. In the course of a few days it disappeared. I believe that the old woman took it.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER V


    
      
    


    HOWEVER, I did run away in the spring. One morning when I went to the shop for bread the shopkeeper, continuing in my presence a quarrel with his wife, struck her on the forehead with a weight. She ran into the street, and there fell down. People began to gather round at once. The woman was laid on a stretcher and carried to the hospital, and I ran behind the cab which took her there without noticing where I was going till I found myself on the banks of the Volga, with two gr evens in my hand.


    The spring sun shone caressingly, the broad expanse of the Volga flowed before me, the earth was full of sound and spacious, and I had been living like a mouse in a trap. So I made up my mind that I would not return to my master, nor would I go to grandmother at Kunavin; for as I had not kept my word to her, I was ashamed to go and see her, and grandfather would only gloat over my misfortunes.


    For two or three days I wandered by the river-side, being fed by kind-hearted porters, and sleeping with them in their shelters. At length one of them said to me:


    “It is no use for you to hang about here, my boy. I can see that. Go over to the boat which is called The Good. They want a washer-up.”


    I went. The tall, bearded steward in a black silk skullcap looked at me through his glasses with his dim eyes, and said quietly:


    “Two rubles a month. Your passport?”


    I had no passport. The steward pondered and then said:


    “Bring your mother to see me.”


    I rushed to grandmother. She approved the course I had taken, told grandfather to go to the workman’s court and get me a passport, and she herself accompanied me to the boat.


    “Good!” said the steward, looking at us. “Come along.”


    He then took me to the stern of the boat, where sat at a small table, drinking tea and smoking a fat cigar at the same time, an enormous cook in white overalls and a white cap. The steward pushed me toward him.


    “The washer-up.”


    Then he went away, and the cook, snorting, and with his black mustache bristling, called after him:


    “‘You engage any sort of devil as long as he is cheap.”


    Angrily tossing his head of closely cropped hair, he opened his dark eyes very wide, stretched himself, puffed, and cried shrilly:


    “And who may you be?”


    I did not like the appearance of this man at all. Although he was all in white, he looked dirty. There was a sort of wool growing on his fingers, and hairs stuck out of his great ears.


    “I am hungry,” was my reply to him.


    He blinked, and suddenly his ferocious countenance was transformed by a broad smile. His fat, brick-red cheeks widened to his very ears; he displayed his large, equine teeth; his mustache drooped, and all at once he had assumed the appearance of a kind, fat woman.


    Throwing the tea overboard out of his glass, he poured out a fresh lot for me, and pushed a French roll and a large piece of sausage toward me.


    “Peg away! Are your parents living? Can you steal? You needn’t be afraid; they are all thieves here. You will soon learn.”


    He talked as if he were barking. His enormous, blue, clean-shaven face was covered all round the nose with red veins closely set together, his swollen, purple nose hung over his mustache. His lower lip was disiiguringly pendulous. In the corner of his mouth was stuck a smoking cigarette. Apparently he had only just come from the bath. He smelt of birch twigs, and a profuse sweat glistened on his temples and neck.


    After I had drunk my tea, he gave me a ruble-note.


    “Run along and buy yourself two aprons with this. Wait! I will buy them for you myself.”


    He set his cap straight and came with me, swaying ponderously, his feet pattering on the deck like those of a bear.


    At night the moon shone brightly as it glided away from the boat to the meadows on the left. The old red boat, with its streaked funnel, did not hurry, and her propeller splashed unevenly in the silvery water. The dark shore gently floated to meet her, casting its shadow. on the water, and beyond, the windows of the peasant huts gleamed charmingly. They were singing in the village. The girls were merry-making and singing — and when they sang “Aie Ludi,” it sounded like “Alleluia.”


    In the wake of the steamer a large barge, also red, was being towed by a long rope. The deck was railed in like an iron cage, and in this cage were convicts condemned to deportation or prison. On the prow of the barge the bayonet of a sentry shone like a candle. It was quiet on the barge itself. The moon bathed it in a rich light while behind the black iron grating could be seen dimly gray patches. These were the convicts looking out on the Volga. The water sobbed, now weeping, now laughing timidly. It was as quiet here as in church, and there was the same smell of oil.


    As I looked at the barge I remembered my early childhood; the journey from Astrakhan to Nijni, the iron faces of mother and grandmother, the person who had introduced me to this interesting, though hard, life, in the world. And when I thought of grandmother, all that I found so bad and repulsive in life seemed to leave me; everything was transformed and became more interesting, pleasanter; people seemed to be better and nicer altogether.


    The beauty of the nights moved me almost to tears, and especially the barge, which looked so like a coffin, and so solitary on the broad expanse of the flowing river in the pensive quietness of the warm night. The uneven lines of the shore, now rising, now falling, stirred the imagination pleasantly. I longed to be good, and to be of use to others.


    The people on our steamboat had a peculiar stamp. They seemed to me to be all alike, young and old, men and women. The boat traveled slowly. The busy folk traveled by fast boat, and all the lazy rascals came on our boat. They sang and ate, and soiled any amount of cups and plates, knives and forks and spoons from morning to night. My work was to wash up and clean the knives and forks, and I was busy with this work from six in the morning till close on midnight. During the day, from two till six o’clock, and in the evening, from ten till midnight, I had less work to do; for at those times the passengers took a rest from eating, and only drank, tea, beer, and vodka. All the buffet attendants, my chiefs, were free at that time, too. The cook, Smouri, drank tea at a table near the hatchway with his assistant, Jaakov Ivanich; the kitchen-man, Maxim; and Sergei, the saloon steward, a humpback with high cheek-bones, a face pitted with smallpox, and oily eyes. Jaakov told all sorts of nasty stories, bursting out into sobbing laughs and showing his long, discolored teeth. Sergei stretched his frog-like mouth to his ears. Frowning Maxim was silent, gazing at them with stern, colorless eyes.


    “Asiatic! Mordovan!” said the old cook now and again in his deep voice.


    I did not like these people. Fat, bald Jaakov Ivanich spoke of nothing but women, and that always filth — ily. He had a vacant-looking face covered with bluish pimples., On one cheek he had a mole with a tuft of red hair growing from it. He used to pull out these hairs by twisting them round a needle. Whenever an amiable, sprightly passenger of the female sex appeared on the boat, he waited upon her in a peculiar, timid manner like a beggar. He spoke to her sweetly and plaintively, he licked her, as it were, with the swift movements of his tongue. For some reason I used to think that such great fat creatures ought to be hangmen.


    “One should know how to get round women,” he would teach Sergei and Maxim, who would listen to him much impressed, pouting their lips and turning red.


    “Asiatics!” Smouri would roar in accents of disgust, and standing up heavily, he gave the order, “Pyeshkov, march!”


    In his cabin he would hand me a little book bound in leather, and lie down in his hammock by the wall of the ice-house.


    “Read!” he would say.


    I sat on a box and read conscientiously:


    “ The umbra projected by the stars means that one is on good terms with heaven and free from profanity and vice.’”


    Smouri, smoking a cigarette, puffed out the smoke and growled:


    “Camels! They wrote—”


    “ ‘Baring the left bosom means innocence of heart.’”


    “Whose bosom?”


    “It does not say.”


    “A woman’s, it means. Eh, and a loose woman.”


    He closed his eyes and lay with his arms behind his head. His cigarette, hardly alight, stuck in the corner of his mouth. He set it straight with his tongue, stretched so that something whistled in his chest, and his enormous face was enveloped in a cloud of smoke. Sometimes I thought he had fallen asleep and I left off reading to examine the accursed book, which bored me to nauseation. But he said hoarsely:


    “Go on reading!”


    “The venerable one answered, “Look! My dear brother Suvyerin—” ‘“


    “Syevyeverin—”


    “It is written Suvyerin.”


    “Well, that’s witchcraft. There is some poetry at the end. Run on from there.”


    I ran on.


    “Profane ones, curious to know our business, Never will your weak eyes spy it out, Nor will you learn how the fairies sing.”


    “Wait!” said Smouri. “That is not poetry. Give me the book.”


    He angrily turned over the thick, blue leaves, and then put the book under the mattress.


    “Get me another one.”


    To my grief there were many books in his black trunk clamped with iron. There were “Precepts of Peace,” “Memories of the Artillery,” “Letters of Lord Sydanhall,” “Concerning Noxious Insects and their Extinction, with Advice against the Pest,” books which seemed to have no beginning and no end. Sometimes the cook set me to turn over all his books and read out their titles to him, but as soon as I had begun he called out angrily:


    “What is it all about? Why do you speak through your teeth? It is impossible to understand you. What the devil has Gervase to do with me? Gervase! Umbra indeed!”


    Terrible words, incomprehensible names were wearily remembered, and they tickled my tongue. I had an incessant desire to repeat them, thinking that perhaps by pronouncing them I might discover their meaning. And outside the porthole the water unweariedly sang and splashed. It would have been pleasant to go to the stern, where the sailors and stokers were gathered together among the chests, where the passengers played cards, sang songs, and told interesting stories. It would have been pleasant to sit among them and listen to simple, intelligible conversation, to gaze on the banks of the Kama, at the fir-trees drawn out like brass wires, at the meadows, wherein small lakes remained from the floods, looking like pieces of broken glass as they reflected the sun.


    Our steamer was traveling at some distance from the shore, yet the sound of invisible bells came to us, reminding us of the villages and people. The barks of the fishermen floated on the waves like crusts of bread. There, on the bank a little village appeared, here a crowd of small boys bathed in the river, men in red blouses could be seen passing along a narrow strip of sand. Seen from a distance, from the river, it was a very pleasing sight; everything looked like tiny toys of many colors.


    I felt a desire to call out some kind, tender words to the shore and the barge. The latter interested me greatly; I could look at it for an hour at a time as it dipped its blunt nose in the turbid water. The boat dragged it along as if it were a pig: the tow-rope, slackening, lashed the water, then once more drew taut and pulled the barge along by the nose. I wanted very much to see the faces of those people who were kept like wild animals in an iron cage. At Perm, where they were landed, I made my way to the gangway, and past me came, in batches of ten, gray people, trampling dully, rattling their fetters, bowed down by their heavy knapsacks. There were all sorts, young and old, handsome and ugly, all exactly like ordinary people except that they were differently dressed and were disfiguringly close-shaven. No doubt these were robbers, but grandmother had told me much that was good about robbers. Smouri looked much more like a fierce robber than they as he glanced loweringly at the barge and said loudly:


    “Save me, God, from such a fate!”


    Once I asked him:


    “Why do you say that? You cook, while those others kill and steal.”


    “I don’t cook; I only prepare. The women cook,” he said, bursting out laughing; but after thinking a moment he added: “The difference between one person and another lies in stupidity. One man is clever, another not so clever, and a third may be quite a fool. To become clever one must read the right books — black magic and what not. One must read all kinds of books and then one will find the right ones.”


    He was continually impressing upon me:


    “Read! When you don’t understand a book, read it again and again, as many as seven times; and if you do not understand it then, read it a dozen times.”


    To every one on the boat, not excluding the taciturn steward, Smouri spoke roughly. Sticking out his lower lip as if he were disgusted, and, stroking his mustache, he pelted them with words as if they were stones. To me he always showed kindness and interest, but there was something about his interest which rather frightened me. Sometimes I thought he was crazy, like grandmother’s sister. At times he said to me:


    “Leave off reading.”


    And he would lie for a long time with closed eyes, breathing stertorously, his great stomach shaking. His hairy fingers, folded corpse-like on his chest, moved, knitting invisible socks with invisible needles. Suddenly he would begin growling:


    “Here are you! You have your intelligence. Go and live! But intelligence is given sparingly, and not to all alike. If all were on the same level intellectually — but they are not. One understands, another docs not, and there are some people who do not even wish to understand!”


    Stumbling over his words, he related stories of his life as a soldier, the drift of which I could never manage to catch. They seemed very uninteresting to me. Besides, he did not tell them from the beginning, but as he recollected them.


    “The commander of the regiment called this soldier to him and asked: ‘What did the lieutenant say to you?’ So he told everything just as it had happened — a soldier is bound to tell the truth — but the lieutenant looked at him as if he had been a wall, and then turned away, hanging his head. Yes—”


    He became indignant, puffed out clouds of smoke, and growled:


    “How was I to know what I could say and what I ought not to say? Then the lieutenant was condemned to be shut up in a fortress, and his mother said — ah, my God! I am not learned in anything.”


    It was hot. Everything seemed to be quivering and tinkling. The water splashed against the iron walls of the cabin, and the wheel of the boat rose and fell. The river flowed in a broad stream between the rows of lights. In the distance could be seen the line of the meadowed bank. The trees drooped. When one’s hearing had become accustomed to all the sounds, it seemed as if all was quiet, although the soldiers in the stem of the boat howled dismally, “Se-e-even! Se-e-ven!”


    I had no desire to take part in anything. I wanted neither to listen nor to work, but only to sit somewhere in the shadows, where there was no greasy, hot smell of cooking; to sit and gaze, half asleep, at the quiet, sluggish life as it slipped away on the water.


    “Read!” the cook commanded harshly.


    Even the head steward was afraid of him, and that mild man of few words, the dining-room steward, who looked like a sandre, was evidently afraid of Smouri too.


    “Ei! You swine!” he would cry to this man. “Come here! Thief! Asiatic!”


    The sailors and stokers were very respectful to him, and expectant of favors. He gave them the meat from which soup had been made, and inquired after their homes and their families. The oily and smoke-dried White Russian stokers were counted the lowest people on the boat. They were all called by one name. Yaks, and they were teased, “Like a Yak, I amble along the shore.”


    When Smouri heard this, he bristled up, his face became suffused with blood, and he roared at the stokers:


    “Why do you allow them to laugh at you, you mugs? Throw some sauce in their faces.”


    Once the boatswain, a handsome, but ill-natured, man, said to him:


    “They are the same as Little Russians; they hold the same faith.”


    The cook seized him by the collar and belt, lifted him up in the air, and said, shaking him:


    “Shall I knock you to smithereens?”


    They quarreled often, these two. Sometimes it even came to a fight, but Smouri was never beaten. He was possessed of superhuman strength, and besides this, the captain’s wife, with a masculine face and smooth hair like a boy’s, was on his side.


    He drank a terrible amount of vodka, but never became drunk. He began to drink the first thing in the morning, consuming a whole bottle in four gulps, and after that he sipped beer till close on evening. His face gradually grew brown, his eyes widened.


    Sometimes in the evening he sat for hours in the hatchway, looking large and white, without breaking his silence, and his eyes were fixed gloomily on the distant horizon. At those times they were all more afraid of him than ever, but I was sorry for him. Jaakov Ivanich would come out from the kitchen, perspiring and glowing with the heat. Scratching his bald skull and waving his arm, he would take cover or say from a distance:


    “The fish has gone off.”


    “Well, there is the salted cabbage.”


    “But if they ask for fish-soup or boiled fish?”


    “It is ready. They can begin gobbling.”


    Sometimes I plucked up courage to go to him. He looked at me heavily.


    “What do you want?”


    “Nothing.”


    “Good.”


    On one of these occasions, however, I asked him:


    “Why is every one afraid of you? For you are good.”


    Contrary to my expectations, he did not get angry.


    “I am only good to you.”


    But he added distinctly, simply, and thoughtfully:


    “Yes, it is true that I am good to every one, only I do not show it. It does not do to show that to people, or they will be all over you. They will crawl over those who are kind as if they were mounds in a morass, and trample on them. Go and get me some beer.”


    Having drunk the bottle, he sucked his mustache and said:


    “If you were older, my bird, I could teach you a lot. I have something to say to a man. I am no fool. But you must read books. In them you will find all you need. They are not rubbish — books. Would you like some beer?”


    “I don’t care for it.”


    “Good boy! And you do well not to drink it. Drunkenness is a misfortune. Vodka is the devil’s own business. If I were rich, I would spur you on to study. An uninstructed man is an ox, fit for nothing but the yoke or to serve as meat. All he can do is to wave his tail.”


    The captain’s wife gave him a volume of Gogol. I read “The Terrible Vengeance” and was delighted with it, but Smouri cried angrily:


    “Rubbish! A fairy-tale! I know. There are other books.”


    He took the book away from me, obtained another one from the captain’s wife, and ordered me harshly:


    “Read Tarass’ — what do you call it? Find it! She says it is good; good for whom? It may be good for her, but not for me, eh? She cuts her hair short. It is a pity her ears were not cut off too.”


    When Tarass called upon Ostap to fight, the cook laughed loudly.


    “That’s the way! Of course! You have learning, but I have strength. What do they say about it? Camels!”


    He listened with great attention, but often grumbled:


    “Rubbish! You couldn’t cut a man in half from his shoulders to his haunches; it can’t be done. And you can’t thrust a pike upward; it would break it. I have been a soldier myself.”


    Andrei’s treachery aroused his disgust.


    “There’s a mean creature, eh? Like women! Tfoor


    But when Tarass killed his son, the cook let his feet slip from the hammock, bent himself double, and wept. The tears trickled down his cheeks, splashed upon the deck as he breathed stertorously and muttered:


    “Oh, my God! my God!”


    And suddenly he shouted to me:


    “Go on reading, you bone of the devil!”


    Again he wept, with even more violence and bitterness, when I read how Ostaf cried out before his death, “Father, dost thou hear?’


    “Ruined utterly!” exclaimed Smouri. “Utterly! Is that the end? EM/ What an accursed business! He was a man, that Tarass. What do you think? Yes, he was a man.”


    He took the book out of my hands and looked at it with attention, letting his tears fall on its binding.


    “It is a fine book, a regular treat.”


    After this we read “Ivanhoe.” Smouri was very pleased with Richard Plantagenet.


    “That was a real king,’ he said impressively.


    To me the book had appeared dry. In fact, our tastes did not agree at all. I had a great liking for “The Story of Thomas Jones,” an old translation of “The History of Tom Jones, Foundling,” but Smouri grumbled:


    “Rubbish! What do I care about your Thomas? Of what use is he to me? There must be some other books.”


    One day I told him that I knew that there were other books, forbidden books. One could read them only at night, in underground rooms. He opened his eyes wide.


    “Wha-a-t’s that? Why do you tell me these lies?”


    “I am not telling lies. The priest asked me about them when I went to confession, and, for that matter,


    I myself have seen people reading them and crying over them.”


    The cook looked sternly in my face and asked:


    “Who was crying?”


    “The lady who was listening, and the other actually ran away because she was frightened.”


    “You were asleep. You were dreaming,” said Smouri, slowly covering his eyes, and after a silence he muttered: “But of course there must be something hidden from me somewhere. I am not so old as all that, and with my character — well, however that may be—”


    He spoke to me eloquently for a whole hour.


    Imperceptibly I acquired the habit of reading, and took up a book with pleasure. What I read therein was pleasantly different from life, which was becoming harder and harder for me.


    Smouri also recreated himself by reading, and often took me from my work.


    “Pyeshkov, come and read.”


    “I have a lot of washing up to do.”


    “Let Maxim wash up.”


    He coarsely ordered the senior kitchen-helper to do my work, and this man would break the glasses out of spite, while the chief steward told me quietly:


    “I shall have you put off the boat.”


    One day Maxim on purpose placed several glasses in a bowl of dirty water and tea-leaves. I emptied the water overboard, and the glasses went flying with it.


    “It is my fault,” said Smouri to the head steward. “Put it down to my account.”


    The dining-room attendants began to look at me with lowering brows, and they used to say:


    “Eil you bookworm! What are you paid for?”


    And they used to try and make as much work as they could for me, soiling plates needlessly. I was sure that this would end badly for me, and I was not mistaken.


    One evening, in a little shelter on the boat, there sat a red-faced woman with a girl in a yellow coat and a new pink blouse. Both had been drinking. The woman smiled, bowed to every one, and said on the note O, like a church clerk:


    “Forgive me, my friends; I have had a little too much to drink. I have been tried and acquitted, and I have been drinking for joy.”


    The girl laughed, too, gazing at the other passengers with glazed eyes. Pushing the woman away, she said:


    “But you, you plaguy creature — we know you.”


    They had berths in the second-class cabin, opposite the cabin in which Jaakov Ivanich and Sergei slept.


    The woman soon disappeared somewhere or other, and Sergei took her place near the girl, greedily stretching his frog-like mouth.


    That night, when I had finished my work and had laid myself down to sleep on the table, Sergei came to me, and seizing me by the arm, said:


    “Come along! We are going to marry you.”


    He was drunk. I tried to tear my arm away from him, but he struck me.


    “Come along!”


    Maxim came running in, also drunk, and the two dragged me along the deck to their cabin, past the sleeping passengers. But by the door of the cabin stood Smouri, and in the doorway, holding on to the jamb, Jaakov Ivanich. The girl stuck her elbow in his back, and cried in a drunken voice:


    “Make way!”


    Smouri got me out of the hands of Sergei and Maxim, seized them by the hair, and, knocking their heads together, moved away. They both fell down.


    “Asiatic!” he said to Jaakov, slamming the door on him. Then he roared as he pushed me along:


    “Get out of this!”


    I ran to the stern. The night was cloudy, the river black. In the wake of the boat seethed two gray lines of water leading to the invisible shore; between these two lines the barge dragged on its way. Now on the right, now on the left appeared red patches of light, without illuminating anything. They disappeared, hidden by the sudden winding of the shore. After this it became still darker and more gruesome.


    The cook came and sat beside me, sighed deeply, and pulled at his cigarette.


    “So they were taking you to that creature? Ekh! Dirty beasts! I heard them trying.”


    “Did you take her away from them?”


    “Her?” He abused the girl coarsely, and continued in a sad tone:


    “It is all nastiness here. This boat is worse than a village. Have you ever lived in a village?”


    “No.”


    “In a village there is nothing but misery, especially in the winter.”


    Throwing his cigarette overboard, he was silent. Then he spoke again.


    “You have fallen among a herd of swine, and I am sorry for you, my little one. I am sorry for all of them, too. Another time I do not know what I should have done. Gone on my knees and prayed. What are you doing, sons of? What are you doing, blind creatures? Camels!”


    The steamer gave a long-drawn-out hoot, the tow-rope splashed in the water, the lights of lanterns jumped up and down, showing where the harbor was. Out of the darkness more lights appeared.


    “Pyani Bor [a certain pine forest]. Drunk,” growled the cook. “And there is a river called Pyanaia, and there was a captain called Pyenkov, and a writer called Zapivokhin, and yet another captain called Nepeipivo. I am going on shore.”


    The coarse-grained women and girls of Kamska dragged logs of wood from the shore in long trucks. Bending under their load-straps, with pliable tread, they arrived in pairs at the stoker’s hold, and, emptying their sooty loads into the black hole, cried ringingly:


    “Logs!”


    When they brought the wood the sailors would take hold of them by the breasts or the legs. The women squealed, spat at the men, turned back, and defended themselves against pinches and blows with their trucks. I saw this a hundred times, on every voyage and at every land-stage where they took in wood, and it was always the same thing.


    I felt as if I were old, as if I had lived on that boat for many years, and knew what would happen in a week’s time, in the autumn, in a year.


    It was daylight now. On a sandy promontory above the harbor stood out a forest of fir-trees. On the hills and through the forests women went laughing and singing. They looked like soldiers as they pushed their long trucks.


    I wanted to weep. The tears seethed in my breast; my heart was overflowing with them. It was painful. But it would be shameful to cry, and I went to help the sailor Blyakhin wash the deck.


    Blyakhin was an insignificant-looking man. He had a withered, faded look about him, and always stowed himself away in corners, whence his small, bright eyes shone.


    “My proper surname is not Blyakhin, but because, you see, my mother was a loose woman. I have a sister, and she also. That happened to be their destiny. Destiny, my brother, is an anchor for all of us. You want to go in one direction, but wait!”


    And now, as he swabbed the deck, he said softly to me:


    “You see what a lot of harm women do! There it is. Damp wood smolders for a long time and then bursts into flame. I don’t care for that sort of thing myself; it does not interest me. And if I had been born a woman, I should have drowned myself in a black pool. I should have been safe then with Holy Christ, and could do no one any harm. But while one is here there is always the chance of kindling a fire. Eunuchs are no fools, I assure you. They are clever people, they are good at divination, they put aside all small things and serve God alone — cleanly.”


    The captain’s wife passed us, holding her skirts high as she came through the pools of water. Tall and well built, she had a simple, bright face. I wanted to run after her and beg her from my heart:


    “Say something to me! Say something!”


    The boat drew slowly away from the pier. Blyakhin crossed himself and said:


    “We are off!”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VI


    
      
    


    AT Sarapulia, Maxim left the boat. He went away in silence, saying farewell to no one, serious and calm. Behind him, laughing, came the gay woman, and, following her, the girl, looking disheveled, with swollen eyes. Sergei was on his knees a long time before the captain’s cabin, kissing the panel of the door, knocking his forehead against it, and crying:


    “Forgive me! It was not my fault, but Maxim’s.”


    The sailors, the stewards, and even some of the passengers knew that he was lying, yet they advised:


    “Come, forgive him!”


    But the captain drove him away, and even kicked him with such force that he fell over. Notwithstanding, he forgave him, and Sergei at once rushed on deck, carrying a tray of tea-things, looking with inquiring, dog-like expression into the eyes of the passengers.


    In Maxim’s place came a soldier from Viatski, a bony man, with a small head and brownish red eyes. The assistant cook sent him first to kill some fowls. He killed a pair, but let the rest escape on deck. The passengers tried to catch them, but three hens flew over — board. Then the soldier sat on some wood near the fowl-house, and cried bitterly.


    “What’s the matter, you fool?” asked Smouri, angrily. “Fancy a soldier crying!”


    “I belong to the Home Defense Corps,” said the soldier in a low voice.


    That was his ruin. In half an hour every one on the boat was laughing at him. They would come quite close to him, fix their eyes on his face, and ask:


    “Is this the one?”


    And then they would go off into harsh, insulting, absurd laughter.


    At first the soldier did not see these people or hear their laughter; he was drying his tears with the sleeve of his old shirt, exactly as if he were hiding them up his sleeve. But soon his brown eyes flashed with ragt, and he said in the quick speech of Viatski:


    “What are you staring at me for? Oi, may you be torn to bits!”


    But this only amused the passengers the more, and they began to snap their fingers at him, to pluck at his shirt, his apron, to play with him as if he had been a goat, baiting him cruelly until dinner-time. At dinner some one put a piece of squeezed lemon on the handle of a wooden spoon, and tied it behind his back by the strings of his apron. As he moved, the spoon waggled behind him, and every one laughed, but he was in a fluster, like an entrapped mouse, ignorant of what had aroused their laughter.


    Smouri sat behind him in silence. His face had become like a woman’s. I felt sorry for the soldier, and asked:


    “May I tell him about the spoon?”


    He nodded his head without speaking.


    When I explained to the soldier what they were laughing at, he hastily seized the spoon, tore it off, threw it on the floor, crushed it with his foot, and took hold of my hair with both hands. We began to fight, to the great satisfaction of the passengers, who made a ring round us at once.


    Smouri pushed the spectators aside, separated us, and, after boxing my ear, seized the soldier by the ear. When the passengers saw how the little man danced under the hand of the cook they roared with excitement, whistled, stamped their feet, split their sides with laughter.


    “Hurrah! Garrison! Butt the cook in the stomach!”


    This wild joy on the part of others made me feel that I wanted to throw myself upon them and hit their dirty heads with a lump of wood.


    Smouri let the soldier go, and with his hands behind his back turned upon the passengers like a wild boar, bristling, and showing his teeth terrifyingly.


    “To your places! March! March!”


    The soldier threw himself upon me again, but Smouri seized him round the body with one hand and carried him to the hatchway, where he began to pump water on his head, turning his frail body about as if he were a rag-doll.


    The sailors came running on the scene, with the boatswain and the captain’s mate. The passengers crowded about again. A head above the others stood the head-steward, quiet, dumb, as always.


    The soldier, sitting on some wood near the kitchen door, took off his boots and began to wring out his leggings, though they were not wet. But the water dripped from his greasy hair, which again amused the passengers.


    “All the same,” said the soldier, “I am going to kill that boy.”


    Taking me by the shoulder, Smouri said something to the captain’s mate. The sailors sent the passengers away, and when they had all dispersed, he asked the soldier:


    “What is to be done with you?”


    The latter was silent, looking at me with wild eyes, and all the while putting a strange restraint upon himself.


    “Be quiet, you devilskin!” said Smouri.


    “As you are not the piper, you can’t call the tune,” answered the soldier.


    I saw that the cook was confused. His blown-out cheeks became flabby; he spat, and went away, taking me with him. I walked after him, feeling foolish, with backward glances at the soldier. But Smouri muttered in a worried tone:


    “There’s a wild creature for you! What? What do you think of him?”


    Sergei overtook us and said in a whisper:


    “He is going to kill himself.”


    “Where is he?” cried Smouri, and he ran.


    The soldier was standing at the door of the steward’s cabin with a large knife in his hand. It was the knife which was used for cutting off the heads of fowls and for cutting up sticks for the stoves. It was blunt, and notched like a saw. In front of the cabin the passengers were assembled, looking at the funny little man with the wet head. His snub-nosed face shook like a jelly; his mouth hung wearily open; his lips twitched. He roared:


    “Tormentors! Tormentors!”


    Jumping up on something, I looked over the heads of people into their faces. They were smiling, giggling, and saying to one another:


    “Look! Look!”


    When he pushed his crumpled shirt down into his trousers with his skinny, childish hand, a good-looking man near me said:


    “He is getting ready to die, and he takes the trouble to hitch up his trousers.”


    The passengers all laughed loudly. It was perfectly plain that they did not think it probable that the soldier would really kill himself, nor did I think so; but Smouri, after one glance at him, pushed the people aside with his stomach, saying:


    “Get away, you fools!”


    He called them fools over and over again, and approaching one little knot of people, said:


    “To your place, fool!”


    This was funny; but, however, it seemed to be true, for they had all been acting like one big fool from the first thing in the morning. When he had driven the passengers, off, he approached the soldier, and, holding out his hand, said:


    “Give me that knife.”


    “I don’t care,” said the soldier, holding out the handle of the knife.


    The cook gave the knife to me, and pushed the soldier into the cabin.


    “Lie down and go to sleep. What is the matter with you, eh?”


    The soldier sat on a hammock in silence.


    “He shall bring you something to eat and some vodka. Do you drink vodka?”


    “A little sometimes.”


    “But, look you, don’t you touch him. It was not he who made fun of you, do you hear? I tell you that it was not he.”


    “But why did they torment me?” asked the soldier, softly.


    Smouri answered gruffly after a pause:


    “How should I know?”


    As he came with me to the kitchen he muttered:


    “Well, they have fastened upon a poor wretch this time, and no mistake! You see what he is? There you are! My lad, people can be sent out of their minds; they can really. Stick to them like bugs, and the thing is done. In fact, there are some people here like bugs — worse than bugs!”


    When I took bread, meat, and vodka to the soldier he was still sitting in the hammock, rocking himself and crying softly, sobbing like a woman.


    I placed the plate on the table, saying:


    “Eat.”


    “Shut the door.”


    “That will make it dark.”


    “Shut it, or they will come crawling in here.”


    I went away. The sight of the soldier was unpleasant to me. He aroused my commiseration and pity and made me feel uncomfortable. Times without number grandmother had told me:


    “One must have pity on people. We are all unhappy. Life is hard for all of us.”


    “Did you take it to him?” asked the cook. “Well, how is he — the soldier?”


    “I feel sorry for him.”


    “Well, what’s the matter now, eh?’


    “One can’t help being sorry for people.”


    Smouri took me by the arm, drew me to him, and said:


    “You do not pity in vain, but it is waste of time to chatter about it. When you are not accustomed to mix jellies, you must teach yourself the way.”


    And pushing me away from him, he added gruffly:


    “This is no place for you. Here, smoke.”


    I was deeply distressed, quite crushed by the behavior of the passengers. There was something in expressibly insulting and oppressive in the way they had worried the soldier and had laughed with glee when


    Smouri had him by the ear. What pleasure could they find in such a disgusting, pitiful affair? What was there to cause them to laugh so joyfully?


    There they were again, sitting or lying under the awning, drinking, making a buzz of talk, playing cards, conversing seriously and sensibly, looking at the river, just as if they had never whistled and hooted an hour ago. They were all as quiet and lazy as usual. From morning to night they sauntered about the boat like pieces of fluff or specks of dust in the sunbeams. In groups of ten they would stroll to the hatchway, cross themselves, and leave the boat at the landing-stage from which the same kind of people embarked as they landed, bending their backs under the same heavy wallets and trunks and dressed in the same fashion.


    This continual change of passengers did not alter the life on the boat one bit. The new passengers spoke of the same things as those who had left: the land, labor, God, women, and in the same words. “It is ordained by the Lord God that we should suffer; all we can do is to be patient. There is nothing else to be done. It is fate.”


    It was depressing to hear such words, and they exasperated me. I could not endure dirt, and I did not wish to endure evil, unjust, and insulting behavior toward myself. I was sure that I did not deserve such treatment. And the soldier had not deserved it, either. Perhaps he had meant to be funny.


    Maxim, a serious, good-hearted fellow, had been dismissed from the ship, and Sergei, a mean fellow, was left. And why did these people, capable of goading a man almost to madness, always submit humbly to the furious shouts of the sailors, and listen to their abuse without taking offense?


    “What are you rolling about on the deck for?” cried the boatswain, blinking his handsome, though malevolent, eyes. “If the boat heeled, it would be the end of you, you devils.”


    The “devils” went peaceably enough to the other deck, but they chased them away from there, too, as if they had been sheep.


    “Ah, accursed ones!”


    On hot nights, under the iron awning, which had been made red-hot by the sun during the day, it was suffocating. The passengers crawled over the deck like beetles, and lay where they happened to fall. The sailors awoke them at the landing-stages by prodding them with marlinespikes.


    “What are you sprawling in the way for? Go away to your proper place!”


    They would stand up, and move sleepily in the direction whither they were pushed. The sailors were of the same class as themselves, only they were dressed differently; but they ordered them about as if they were policemen. The first thing which I noticed about these people was that they were so quiet, so timid, so sadly meek. It was terrible when through that crust of meekness burst the cruel, thoughtless spirit of mischief, which had very little fun in it. It seemed to me that they did not know where they were being taken; it was a matter of indifference to them where they were landed from the boat. Wherever they went on shore they stayed for a short time, and then they embarked again on our boat or another, starting on a fresh journey. They all seemed to have strayed, to have no relatives, as if all the earth were strange to them. And every single one of them was senselessly cowardly.


    Once, shortly after midnight, something burst in the machinery and exploded like a report from a cannon. The deck was at once enveloped in a cloud of steam, which rose thickly from the engine-room and crept through every crevice. An invisible person shouted deafeningly:


    “Gavrilov, some red lead — and some felt!”


    I slept near the engine-room, on the table on which the dishes were washed up, and the explosion and shaking awoke me. It was quiet on deck. The engine uttered a hot, steamy whisper; a hammer sounded repeatedly. But in the course of a few minutes all the saloon passengers howled, roared with one voice, and suddenly a distressing scene was in progress.


    In a white fog which swiftly rarefied, women with their hair loose, disheveled men with round eyes like fishes’ eyes, rushed about, trampling one another, carrying bundles, bags, boxes, stumbling, falling, call — ing upon God and St. Nicholas, striking one another. It was very terrible, but at the same time it was interesting. I ran after them to see what they would do next.


    This was my first experience of a night alarm, yet


    I understood at once that the passengers had made a mistake. The boat had not slowed down. On the right hand, quite near, gleamed the life-belts. The night was light, the full moon stood high. But the passengers rushed wildly about the deck, and now those traveling in the other classes had come up, too. Some one jumped overboard. He was followed by another, and yet a third. Two peasants and a monk with heavy pieces of wood broke off a bench which was screwed to the desk. A large cage of fowls was thrown into the water from the stern. In the center of the deck, near the steps leading to the captain’s bridge, knelt a peasant who prostrated himself before the people as they rushed past him, and howled like a wolf:


    “I am Orthodox and a sinner—”


    “To the boats, you devils!” cried a fat gentleman who wore only trousers and no shirt, and he beat his breast with his fist.


    The sailors came running, seized people by the collars, knocked their heads together, and threw them on the deck. Smouri approached heavily, wearing his overcoat over his night-clothes, addressed them all in a resounding voice:


    “Yes, you ought to be ashamed of yourselves. What are you making all this fuss for? Has the steamer stopped, eh? Are we going slower? There is the shore. Those fools who jumped into the water have caught the life-belts, they have had to drag them out. There they are. Do you see? Two boats—”


    He struck the third-class passengers on the head with his fist, and they sank like sacks to the deck.


    The confusion was not yet hushed when a lady in a cloak flew to Smouri with a tablespoon in her hand, and, flourishing it in his face, cried:


    “How dare you?”


    A wet gentleman, restraining her, sucked his mustache and said irritably:


    “Let him alone, you imbecile!”


    Smouri, spreading out his hands, blinked with embarrassment, and asked me:


    “What’s the matter, eh? What does she want with me? This is nice, I must say! Why, I never saw her before in my life!”


    And a peasant, with his nose bleeding, cried:


    “Human beings, you call them? Robbers!”


    Before the summer I had seen two panics on board the steamboat, and on both occasions they were caused not by real danger, but by the mere possibility of it. On a third occasion the passengers caught two thieves, one of them was dressed like a foreigner, beat them for almost an hour, unknown to the sailors, and when the latter took their victims away from them, the passengers abused them.


    “Thieves shield thieves. That is plain. You are rogues yourselves, and you sympathize with rogues.”


    The thieves had been beaten into unconsciousness. They could not stand when they were handed over to the police at the next stopping-place.


    There were many other occasions on which my feelings were aroused to a high pitch, and I could not make up my mind as to whether people were bad or good, peaceful or mischief-making, and why they were so peculiarly cruel, lusting to work malevolence, and ashamed of being kind.


    I asked the cook about this, but he enveloped his face in a cloud of smoke, and said briefly in a tone of vexation:


    “What are you chattering about now? Human creatures are human creatures. Some are clever, some are fools. Read, and don’t talk so much. In books, if they are the right sort, you will find all you want to know.”


    I wanted to please him by giving him a present of some books.


    In Kazan I bought, for five copecks, “The Story of how a Soldier Saved Peter the Great”; but at that time the cook was drinking and was very cross, so I began to read it myself. I was delighted with it, it was so simple, easy to understand, interesting, and short. I felt that this book would give great pleasure to my teacher; but when I took it to him he silently crushed it in his hand into a round ball and threw it overboard.


    “That for your book, you fool!” he said harshly. “I teach you like a dog, and all you want to do is to gobble up idle tales, eh?” He stamped and roared. “What kind of book is that? Do I read nonsense? Is what is written there true? Well, speak!”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Well, I do know. If a man’s head were cut off, his body would fall down the staircase, and the other man would not have climbed on the haystack. Soldiers are not fools. He would have set fire to the hay, and that would have been the end. Do you understand?”


    “Yes.”


    “That’s right. I know all about Czar Peter, and that never happened to him. Run along.”


    I realized that the cook was right, but nevertheless the book pleased me. I bought the “Story” again and read it a second time. To my amazement, I discovered that it was really a bad book. This puzzled me, and I began to regard the cook with even more respect, while he said to me more frequently and more crossly than ever:


    “Oh, what a lot you need to be taught! This is no place for you.”


    I also felt that it was no place for me. Sergei behaved disgustingly to me, and several times I observed him stealing pieces of the tea-service, and giving them to the passengers on the sly. I knew that this was theft. Smouri had warned me more than once:


    “Take care. Do not give the attendants any of the cups and plates from your table.”


    This made life still harder for me, and I often longed to run away from the boat into the forest; but Smouri held me back. He was more tender to me every day, and the incessant movement on the boat held a terrible fascination for me. I did not like it when we stayed in port, and I was always expecting something to happen, and that we should sail from Kama to Byela, as far as Viatka, and so up the Volga, and I should see new places, towns, and people. But this did not happen. My life on the steamer came to an abrupt end. One evening when we were going from Kazan to Nijni the steward called me to him. I went. He shut the door behind me, and said to Smouri, who sat grimly on a small stool:


    “Here he is.”


    Smouri asked me roughly:


    “Have you been giving Serejka any of the dinner- and tea-services?”


    “He helps himself when I am not looking.”


    The steward said softly:


    “He does not look, yet he knows.”


    Smouri struck his knee with his fist; then he scratched his knee as he said:


    “Wait; take time.”


    I pondered. I looked at the steward. He looked at me, and there seemed to be no eyes behind his glasses.


    He lived without making a noise. He went about softly, spoke in low tones. Sometimes his faded beard and vacant eyes peeped out from some corner and instantly vanished. Before going to bed he knelt for a long time in the buffet before the icon with the ever-burning lamp. I could see him through the chink of the door, looking like a black bundle; but I had never succeeded in learning how the steward prayed, for he simply knelt and looked at the icon, stroking his beard and sighing.


    , After a silence Smouri asked:


    “Has Sergei ever given you any money?”


    “No.” 


    “Never?”


    “Never.”


    “He does not tell lies,” said Smouri to the steward, who answered at once in his low voice:


    “It comes to the same thing, please—”


    “Come!” cried the cook to me, and he came to my table, and rapped my crown lightly with his fingers.


    “Fool! And I am a fool, too. I ought to have looked after you.”


    At Nijni the steward dismissed me. I received nearly eight rubles, the first large money earned by me.


    When Smouri took farewell of me he said roughly:


    “Well, here you are. Now keep your eyes open, — do you understand? You mustn’t go about with your mouth open.”


    He put a tobacco-pouch of colored beads into my hand.


    “There you are! That is good handwork. My godchild made it for me. Well, good-by. Read books; that is the best thing you can do.”


    He took me under the arms, lifted me up, kissed me, and placed me firmly on the jetty. I was sorry for him and for myself. I could hardly keep from crying when I saw him returning to the steamer, pushing aside the porters, looking so large, heavy, solitary. So many times since then I have met people like him, kind, lonely, cut off from the lives of other people.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VII


    
      
    


    GRANDFATHER and grandmother had again gone into the town. I went to them, prepared to be angry and warlike; but my heart was heavy. Why had they accounted me a thief?


    Grandmother greeted me tenderly, and at once went to prepare the samovar. Grandfather asked as mockingly as usual:


    “Have you saved much money?”


    “What there is belongs to me,” I answered, taking a seat by the window. I triumphantly produced a box of cigarettes from my pocket and began to smoke importantly.


    “So-o-o,” said grandfather, looking at me fixedly— “so that’s it! You smoke the devil’s poison? Isn’t it rather soon?”


    “Why, I have even had a pouch given to me,” I boasted.


    “A pouch?” squeaked grandfather. “What! Are you saying this to annoy me?”


    He rushed upon me, with his thin, strong hands out-stretched, his green eyes flashing. I leaped up, and stuck my head into his stomach. The old man sat on the floor, and for several oppressive moments looked at me, amazedly blinking, his dark mouth open. Then he asked quietly:


    “You knock me down, your grandfather? The father of your mother?”


    “You have knocked me about enough in the past,” I muttered, not understanding that I had acted abominably.


    Withered and light, grandfather rose from the floor, sat beside me, deftly snatched the cigarette from me, threw it out of the window, and said in a tone of fear:


    “You mad fool! Don’t you understand that God will punish you for this for the rest of your life? Mother,” — he turned to grandmother,— “did you see that? He knocked me down — he! Knocked me down! Ask him!”


    She did not wait to ask. She simply came over to me, seized me by the hair, and beat me, saying:


    “And for that — take this — and this!”


    I was not hurt, but I felt deeply insulted, especially by grandfather’s laughter. He jumped on a chair, slapped his legs with his hands, and croaked through his laughter:


    “Th-a-t’s right! Tha-a-t’s right!”


    I tore myself away, and ran out to the shed, where I lay in a comer crushed, desolate, listening to the singing of the samovar.


    Then grandmother came to me, bent over me, and whispered hardly audibly:


    “You must forgive me, for I purposely did not hurt you. I could not do otherwise than I did, for grandfather is an old man. He has to be treated with care. He has fractured some of his small bones, and, besides, sorrow has eaten into his heart. You must never do him any harm. You are not a little boy now. You must remember that. You must, Oleshal He is like a child, and nothing more.”


    Her words laved me like warm water. That friendly whisper made me feel ashamed of myself, and, light-hearted, I embraced her warmly. We kissed.


    “Go to him. Go along. It is all right, only don’t smoke before him yet. Give him time to get used to the idea.”


    I went back to the room, glanced at grandfather, and could hardly keep from laughing. He really was as pleased as a child. He was radiant, twisting his feet, and running his paws through his red hair as he sat by the table.


    “Well, goat, have you come to butt me again? Ach, you — brigand! Just like your father! Freemason! You come back home, never cross yourself, and start smoking at once. Ugh, you — Bonaparte! you copeck’s worth of goods!”


    I said nothing. He had exhausted his supply of words and was silent from fatigue. But at tea he began to lecture me.


    “The fear of God is necessary to men.; it is like a bridle to a horse. We have no friend except God. Man is a cruel enemy to man.” That men were my enemies, I felt was the truth, but the rest did not interest me.


    “Now you will go back to Aunt Matrena, and in the spring you can go on a steamboat again. Live with them during the winter. And you need not tell them that you are leaving in the spring.”


    “Now, why should he deceive people?” said grandmother, who had just deceived grandfather by pre tending to give me a beating.


    “It is impossible to live without deceit,” declared grandfather. “Just tell me now. Who lives without deceiving others?”


    In the evening, while grandfather was reading his office, grandmother and I went out through the gate into the fields. The little cottage with two windows in which grandfather lived was on the outskirts of the town, at the back of Kanatni Street, where grandfather had once had his own house.


    “So here we are again!” said grandmother, laughing. “The old man cannot find a resting-place for his soul, but must be ever on the move. And he does not even like it here; but I do.”


    Before us stretched for about three versts fields of scanty herbage, intersected by ditches, bounded by woods and the line of birches on the Kazan highroad. From the ditches the twigs of bushes projected, the rays of a cold sunset reddened them like blood. A soft evening breeze shook the gray blades of grass. From a nearer pathway, also like blades of grass, showed the dark form of town lads and girls. On the right, in the distance, stood the red walls of the burial-ground of the Old Believers. They called it “The Bugrovski Hermitage.” On the left, beyond the causeway, rose a dark group of trees; there was the Jewish cemetery. All the surroundings were poor, and seemed to lie close to the wounded earth. The little houses on the outskirts of the town looked timidly with their windows on the dusty road. Along the road wandered small, ill-fed fowl. Toward the Dyevichia Monastery went a herd of lowing cows, from the camp came the sound of martial music. The brass instruments brayed.


    A drunken man came along, ferociously holding out a harmonica. He stumbled and muttered:


    “I am coming to thee — without fail.”


    “Fool!” said grandmother, blinking in the red sun-light. “Where are you going? Soon you will fall down and go to sleep, and you will be robbed in your sleep. You will lose your harmonica, your consolation.”


    I told her all about the life on the boat as I looked about me. After what I had seen I found it dull here; I felt like a fish out of water. Grandmother listened in silence and with attention, just as I liked to listen to her. When I told her about Smouri she crossed herself and said:


    “He is a good man, help him. Mother of God; he is good! Take care, you, that you do not forget him! You should always remember what is good, and what is bad simply forget.”


    It was very difficult for me to tell her why they had dismissed me, but I took courage and told her. It made no impression whatever on her. She merely said calmly:


    “You are young yet; you don’t know how to live.” “That is what they all say to one another, ‘You don’t know how to live’ — peasants, sailors, Aunt Matrena to her son. But how does one learn?” She compressed her lips and shook her head. “I don’t know myself.”


    “And yet you say the same as the others!” “And why should I not say it?” replied grandmother, calmly. “You must not be offended. You are young; you are not expected to know. And who does know, after all? Only rogues. Look at your grandfather. Clever and well educated as he is, yet he does not know.”


    “And you — have you managed your life well?” “I? Yes. And badly also; all ways.” People sauntered past us, with their long shadows following them. The dust rose like smoke under their feet, burying those shadows. Then the evening sadness became miore oppressive. The sound of grand — father’s grumbling voice flowed from the window:


    “Lord, in Thy wrath do not condemn me, nor in Thy rage punish me!”


    Grandmother said, smiling:


    “He has made God tired of him. Every evening he has his tale of woe, and about what? He is old now, and he does not need anything; yet he is always complaining and working himself into a frenzy about something. I expect God laughs when He hears his voice in the evening. There’s Vassili Kashirin grumbling again!’ Come and go to bed now.”


    I made up my mind to take up the occupation of catching singing-birds. I thought it would be a good way of earning a living. I would catch them, and grandmother would sell them. I bought a net, a hoop, and a trap, and made a cage. At dawn I took my place in a hollow among the bushes, while grandmother went in the woods with a basket and a bag to find the last mushrooms, bulbs, and nuts.


    The tired September sun had only just risen. Its pale rays were now extinguished by clouds, now fell like a silver veil upon me in the causeway. At the bottom of the hollow it was still dusk, and a white mist rose from it. Its clayey sides were dark and bare, and the other side, which was more sloping, was covered with grass, thick bushes, and yellow, brown, and scarlet leaves. A fresh wind raised them and swept them along the ditch.


    On the ground, among the turnip-tops, the gold-finch uttered its cry. I saw, among the ragged, gray grass, birds with red caps on their lively heads. About me fluttered curious titmouses. They made a great noise and fuss, comically blowing out their white cheeks, just like the young men of Kunavin Street on a Sunday. Swift, clever, spiteful, they wanted to know all and to touch everything, and they fell into the trap one after the other. It was pitiful to see how they beat their wings, but my business was strictly commerce. I changed the birds over into the spare cage and hid them in a bag. In the dark they kept quiet.


    A flock of siskins settled on a hawthorn-bush. The bush was suffused by sunlight. The siskins were glad of the sun and chirped more merrily than ever. Their antics were like those of schoolboys. The thirsty, tame, speckled magpie, late in setting out on his journey to a warmer country, sat on the bending bough of a sweetbriar, cleaning his wing feathers and insolently looking at his prey with his black eyes. The lark soared on high, caught a bee, and, carefully depositing it on a thorn, once more settled on the ground, with his thievish head alert. Noiselessly flew the talking-bird, — the hawfinch, — the object of my longing dreams, if only I could catch him. A bullfinch, driven from the flock, was perched on an alder-tree. Red, important, like a general, he chirped angrily, shaking his black beak.


    The higher the sun mounted, the more birds there were, and the more gayly they sang. The hollow was full of the music of autumn. The ceaseless rustle of the bushes in the wind, and the passionate songs of the birds, could not drown that soft, sweetly melancholy noise. I heard in it the farewell song of summer. It whispered to me words meant for my ears alone, and of their own accord they formed themselves into a song. At the same time my memory unconsciously recalled to my mind pictures of the past. From somewhere above grandmother cried:


    “Where are you?”


    She sat on the edge of the pathway. She had spread out a handkerchief on which she had laid bread, cucumber, turnips, and apples. In the midst of this display a small, very beautiful cut-glass decanter stood. It had a crystal stopper, the head of Napoleon, and in the goblet was a measure of vodka, distilled from herbs.


    “How good it is, O Lord!” said grandmother, gratefully.


    “I have composed a song.”


    “Yes? Well?”


    I repeated to her something which I thought was like poetry.


    “That winter draws near the signs are many;

    Farewell to thee, my summer sun!”


    
      
    


    But she interrupted without hearing me out.


    “I know a song like that, only it is a better one.”


    And she repeated in a singsong voice:


    “Oi, the summer sun has gone

    To dark nights behind the distant woods!

    Ekh! I am left behind, a maiden,

    Alone, without the joys of spring.

    Every morn I wander round;

    I trace the walks I took in May.

    The bare fields unhappy look;

    There it was I lost my youth.

    Oif my friends, my kind friends,

    Take my heart from my white breast,

    Bury my heart in the snow!”


    
      
    


    My conceit as an author suffered not a little, but I was delighted with this song, and very sorry for the girl.


    Grandmother said::


    “That is how grief sings. That was made up by a young girl, you know. She went out walking all the springtime, and before the winter her dear love had thrown her over, perhaps for another girl. She wept because her heart was sore. You cannot speak well and truly on what you have not experienced for yourself. You see what a good song she made up.”


    When she sold a bird for the first time, for forty copecks, she was very surprised.


    “Just look at that! I thought it was all nonsense, just a boy’s amusement; and it has turned out like this!”


    “You sold it too cheaply.”


    “Yes; well?”


    On market-days she sold them for a ruble, and was more surprised than ever. What a lot one might earn by just playing about!


    “And a woman spends whole days washing clothes or cleaning floors for a quarter of a ruble, and here you just catch them! But it isn’t a nice thing to do, you know, to keep birds in a cage. Give it up, Olesha!”


    But bird-catching amused me greatly; I liked it.


    It gave me my independence and inconvenienced no one but the birds. I provided myself with good implements. Conversations with old bird-catchers taught me a lot. I went alone nearly three versts to catch birds: to the forest of Kstocski, on the banks of the Volga, where in the tall fir-trees lived and bred crossbills, and most valuable to collectors, the Apollyon titmouse, a long-tailed, white bird of rare beauty.


    Sometimes I started in the evening and stayed out all night, wandering about on the Kasanski high-road, and sometimes in the autumn rains and through deep mud. On my back I carried an oilskin bag in which were cages, with food to entice the birds. In my hand was a solid cane of walnut wood. It was cold and terrifying in the autumn darkness, very terrifying. There stood by the side of the road old lightning-riven birches; wet branches brushed across my head. On the left under the hill, over the black Volga, floated rare lights on the masts of the last boats and barges, looking as if they were in an unfathomable abyss. The wheels splashed in the water, the sirens shrieked.


    From the hard ground rose the huts of the roadside villages. Angry, hungry dogs ran in circles round my legs. The watchman collided with me, and cried in terror:


    “Who is that? He whom the devils carry does not come out till night, they say.”


    I was very frightened lest my tackle should be taken from me, and I used to take five-copeck pieces with me to give to the watchmen. The watchman of the village of Thokinoi made friends with me, and was al — ways groaning over me.


    “What, out again? O you fearless, restless night-bird, eh?”


    His name was Niphront. He was small and gray, like a saint. He drew out from his breast a turnip, an apple, a handful of peas, and placed them in my hand, saying:


    “There you are, friend. There is a little present for you. Eat and enjoy it.” And conducting me to the bounds of the village, he said, “Go, and God be with you!”


    I arrived at the forest before dawn, laid my traps, and spreading out my coat, lay on the edge of the forest and waited for the day to come. It was still. Everything was wrapped in the deep autumn sleep. Through the gray mist the broad meadows under the hill were hardly visible. They were cut in two by the Volga, across which they met and separated again, melting away in the fog. In the distance, behind the forest on the same side as the meadows, rose without hurry the bright sun. On the black mane of the forest lights flashed out, and my heart began to stir strangely, poignantly. Swifter and swifter the fog rose from the meadows, growing silver in the rays of the sun, and, following it, the bushes, trees, and hay-ricks rose from the ground. The meadows were simply flooded with the sun’s rays and flowed on each side, red-gold. The sun just glanced at the still water by the bank, and it seemed as if the whole river moved toward the sun. as it rose higher and higher, joyfully blessed and warmed the denuded, chilled earth, which gave forth the sweet smell of autumn. The transparent air made the earth look enormous, boundlessly wide. Everything seemed to be floating in the distance, and to be luring one to the farthest ends of the world. I saw the sunrise ten times during those months, and each time a new world was born before my eyes, with a new beauty.


    I loved the sun so much that its very name delighted me. The sweet sound of it was like a bell hidden in it. I loved to close my eyes and place my face right in the way of its hot rays to catch it in my hands when it came, like a sword, through the chinks of the fence or through the branches. Grandfather had read over and over again “Prince Mikhail Chernigovski and the Lady Theodora who would not Worship the Sun,” and my idea of these people was that they were black, like Gipsies, harsh, malignant, and always had bad eyes, like poor Mordovans. When the sun rose over the meadows I involuntarily smiled with joy.


    Over me murmured the forest of firs, shaking off the drops of dew with its green paws. In the shadows and on the fern-leaves glistened, like silver brocade, the rime of the morning frost. The reddening grass was crushed by the rain; immovable stalks bowed their heads to the ground: but when the sun’s rays fell on them a slight stir was noticeable among the herbs, as if, may be, it was the last effort of their lives.


    The birds awoke. Like gray balls of down, they fell from bough to bough. Flaming crossbills pecked with their crooked beaks the knots on the tallest firs. On the end of the fir-branches sang a white Apollyon titmouse, waving its long, rudder-like tail, looking askance suspiciously with its black, beady eyes at the net which I had spread. And suddenly the whole forest, which a minute ago had been solemnly pensive, was filled with the sound of a thousand bird — voices, with the bustle of living beings, the purest on the earth. In their image, man, the father of earthly beauty, created for his own consolation, elves, cherubim, and seraphim, and all the ranks of angels.


    I was rather sorry to catch the little songsters, and had scruples about squeezing them into cages. I would rather have merely looked at them; but the hunter’s passion and the desire to earn money drove away my pity.


    The birds mocked me with their artfulness. The blue titmouse, after a careful examination of the trap, understood her danger, and, approaching sidewise without running any risk, helped herself to some seed between the sticks of the trap. Titmouses are very clever, but they are very curious, and that is their undoing. The proud bullfinches are stupid, and flocks of them fall into the nets, like overfed citizens into a church. When they find themselves shut up, they are very astonished, roll their eyes, and peck my fingers with their stout beaks. The crossbill entered the trap calmly and seriously. This grasping, ignorant bird, unlike all the others, used to sit for a long time before the net, stretching out his long beak, and leaning on his thick tail. He can run up the trunk of trees like the woodpecker, always escorting the titmouse. About this smoke-gray singing-bird there is something unpleasant. No one loves it. And it loves no one. Like the magpie, it likes to steal and hide bright things.


    Before noon I had finished my catch, and went home through the forest. If I had gone by the high-road past the villages, the boys and young men would have taken my cages away from me and broken up my tackle. I had already experienced that once.


    I arrived home in the evening tired and hungry, but I felt that I had grown older, had learned something new, and had gained strength during that day. This new strength gave me the power to listen calmly and without resentment to grandfather’s jeers; seeing which, grandfather began to speak sensibly and seriously.


    “Give up this useless business! Give it up! No one ever got on through birds. Such a thing has never happened that I know of. Go and find another place, and let your intelligence grow up there. Man has not been given life for nothing; he is God’s grain, and he must produce an ear of corn. Man is like a ruble; put out at good interest it produces three rubles. You think life is easy to live? No, it is not all easy. The world of men is like a dark night, but every man must make his own light. To every person is given enough for his ten fingers to hold, but every one wants to grasp by handfuls. One should be strong, but if one is weak, one must be artful. He who has little strength is weak, and he is neither in heaven nor in hell. Live as if you are with others, but remember that you are alone. Whatever happens, never trust any one. If you believe your own eyes, you will measure crookedly. Hold your tongue. Neither town or house was built by the tongue, but rubles are made by the ax. You are neither a fool nor a Kalmuck, to whom all riches are like lice on sheep.”


    He could talk like this all the evening, and I knew his words by heart. The words pleased me, but I distrusted their meaning. From what he said it was plain that two forces hindered man from doing as he wished, God and other people.


    Seated at the window, grandmother wound the cotton for her lace. The spindle hummed under her skil — ful hands. She listened for a long time to grand — father’s speech in silence, then she suddenly spoke.


    “It all depends upon whether the Mother of God smiles upon us.”


    “What’s that?” cried grandfather. “God! I have not forgotten about God. I know all about God. You old fool, has God sown fools on the earth, eh?”


    In my opinion the happiest people on earth were Cossacks and soldiers. Their lives were simple and gay. On fine mornings they appeared in the hollow near our house quite early. Scattering over the bare fields like white mushrooms, they began a complicated, interesting game. Agile and strong in their white blouses, they ran about the field with guns in their hands, disappeared in the hollow, and suddenly, at the sound of the bugle, again spread themselves over the field with shouts of “Hurrah!” accompanied by the ominous sounds of the drum. They ran straight at our house with fixed bayonets, and they looked as if they would knock it down and sweep it away, like a hay-rick, in a minute. I cried “Hurrah!” too, and ran with them, quite carried away. The wicked rattle of the drum aroused in me a passionate desire to destroy something, to break down the fence, to hit other boys. When they were resting, the soldiers used to give me a treat by teaching me how to signal and by showing me their heavy guns. Sometimes one of them would stick his bayonet into my stomach and cry, with a pretense of anger:


    “Stick the cockroach!”


    The bayonet gleamed; it looked as if it were alive, and seemed to wind about like a snake about to coil itself up. It was rather terrifying, but more pleasant.


    The Mordovan drummer taught me to strike the drum with my fingers. At first he used to take me by the wrist, and, moving them so that he hurt me, would thrust the sticks into my crushed fingers.


    “Hit it — one, two-one-tw-o-o! Rum te — tum! Beat it — left — softly, right — loudly, rum te — !” he shouted threateningly, opening wide his bird-like eyes.


    I used to run about the field with the soldiers, almost to the end of the drill, and after it was finished, I used to escort them across the town to the barracks, listening to their loud songs, looking into their kind faces, all as new as five-ruble pieces just coined. The close-packed mass of happy men passing up the streets in one united body aroused a feeling of friendliness in me, a desire to throw myself in among them as into a river, to enter into them as into a forest. These men were frightened of nothing; they could conquer anything; they were capable of anything; they could do anything they liked; and they were all simple and good.


    But one day during the time they were resting a young non-commissioned officer gave me a fat cigarette.


    “Smoke this! I would not give them to any one. In fact I hardly like to give you one, my dear boy, they are so good.”


    I smoked it. He moved away a few steps, and suddenly a red flame blinded me, burning my fingers, my nose, my eyebrows. A gray, acrid smoke made me splutter and cough. Blinded, terrified, I stamped on the ground, and the soldiers, who had formed a ring around me, laughed loudly and heartily. I ran away home. Whistles and laughter followed me; something cracked like a shepherd’s whip. My burned fingers hurt me, my face smarted, tears flowed from my eyes; but it was not the pain which oppressed me, only a heavy, dull amazement. Why should this amuse these good fellows?


    When I reached home I climbed up to the attic and sat there a long time brooding over this inexplicable cruelty which stood so repulsively in my path. I had a peculiarly clear and vivid memory of the little soldier from Sarapulia standing before me, as large as life, and saying:


    “Well, do you understand?”


    Soon I had to go through something still more depressing and disgusting.


    I had begun to run about in the barracks of the Cossacks, which stood near the Pecherski Square. The Cossacks seemed different from the soldiers, not because they rode so skilfully oh horseback and were dressed more beautifully, but because they spoke in a different way, sang different songs, and danced beautifully. In the evening, after they had seen to their horses, they used to gather in a ring near the stables, and a little red-haired Cossack, shaking his tufts of hair, sang softly in a high-pitched voice, like a trumpet. The long-drawn-out, sad song flowed out upon the Don and the blue Dounia. His eyes were closed, like the eyes of a linnet, which often sings till it falls dead from the branch to the ground. The collar of his Cossack shirt was undone. His collar-bone was visible, looking like a copper band. In fact, he was altogether metallic, coppery. Swaying on his thin legs, as if the earth under him were rocking, spreading out his hands, he seemed sightless, but full of sound. He, as it were, ceased to be a man, and became a brass instrument. Sometimes it seemed to me that he was falling, that he would fall on his back to the ground, and die like the linnet, because he put into the song all his soul and all his strength.


    With their hands in their pockets or behind their broad backs, his comrades stood round in a ring, sternly looking at his brassy face. Beating time with their hands, softly spitting into space, they joined in earnestly, softly, as if they were in the choir in church. All of them, bearded and shaven, looked like icons, stern and set apart from other people. The song was long, like a long street, and as level, as broad and as wide. When I listened to him I forgot everything else, whether it was day or night upon the earth, whether I was an old man or a little boy. Everything else was forgotten. The voice of the singer died away. The sighs of the horses were audible as they grieved for their native steppes, and gently, but surely, the autumn night crept up from the fields. My heart swelled and almost burst with a multitude of extraordinary feelings, and a great, speechless love for human creatures and the earth.


    The little copper-colored Cossack seemed to me to be no man, but something much more significant — a legendary being, better and on a higher plane than ordinary people. I could not talk to him. When he asked me a question I smiled blissfully and remained shyly silent. I was ready to follow him anywhere, silently and humbly, like a dog. All I wanted was to see him often, and to hear him sing.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER VIII


    
      
    


    WHEN the snows came, grandfather once more took me to grandmother’s sister.


    “It will do you no harm,” he said to me.


    I seemed to have had a wonderful lot of experience during the summer. I felt that I had grown older and cleverer, and the dullness of my master’s house seemed worse than ever. They fell ill as often as ever, upsetting their stomachs with offensive poisons, and giv — ing one another detailed accounts of the progress of their illnesses. The old woman prayed to God in the same terrible and malignant way. The young mistress had grown thin, but she moved about just as pompously and slowly as when she was expecting her child. When she stitched at the baby-clothes she always sang the same song softly to herself:


    “Spiria, Spiria, Spiridon,

    Spiria, my little brother,

    I will sit in the sledge myself

    And Spiria on the foot-board.”


    
      
    


    If any one went into the room she left off singing at once and cried angrily:


    “What do you want?”


    I fully believed that she knew no other song but that.


    In the evenings they used to call me into the sitting-room, and the order was given.


    “Now tell us how you lived on the boat.”


    I sat on a chair near the door and spoke. I liked to recall a different life from this which I was forced to lead against my will. I was so interested that I forgot my audience, but not for long.


    The women, who had never been on a boat, asked me:


    “But it was very alarming, wasn’t it?”


    I did not understand. Why should it be alarming?


    “Why, the boat might go down any moment, and every one would be drowned.”


    The master burst out laughing, and I, although I knew that boats did not sink just because there were deep places, could not convince the women. The old woman was certain that the boat did not float on the water, but went along on wheels on the bottom of the river, like a cart on dry land.


    “If they are made of iron, how can they float? An ax will not float; no fear!”


    “But a scoop does not sink in the water.”


    “There’s a comparison to make! A scoop is a small thing, nothing to speak of.”


    When I spoke of Smouri and his books they regarded me with contempt. The old lady said that only fools and heretics wrote books.


    “What about the Psalms and King David?”


    “The Psalms are sacred writings, and King David prayed God to forgive him for writing the Psalms.”


    “Where does it say so?”


    “In the palms of my hands; that’s where! When I get hold of you by the neck you will learn where.”


    She knew everything; she spoke on all subjects with conviction and always savagely.


    “A Tatar died on the Pechorka, and his soul came out of his mouth as black as tar.”


    “Soul? Spirit?” I said, but she cried contemptuously:


    “Of a Tatar! Fool!”


    The young mistress was afraid of books, too.


    “It is very injurious to read books, and especially when you are young,” she said. “At home, at Grebeshka, there was a young girl of good family who read and read, and the end of it was that she fell in love with the deacon, and the deacon’s wife so shamed her that it was terrible to see. In the street, before everybody.”


    Sometimes I used words out of Smouri’s books, in one of which, one without beginning or end, was written, “Strictly speaking, no one person really invented powder; as is always the case, it appeared at the end of a long series of minor observations and discoveries.” I do not know why I remembered these words so well. What I liked best of all was the joining of two phrases, “strictly speaking, no one person really invented powder.” I was aware of force underlying them; but they brought me sorrow, ludicrous sor — row. It happened thus.


    One day when my employers proposed that I should tell them about something which had happened on the boat I answered:


    “I haven’t anything left to tell, strictly speaking.”


    This amazed them. They cried:


    “What? What’s that you said?’


    And all four began to laugh in a friendly fashion, repeating:


    “‘Strictly speaking,’ — ah. Lord!”


    Even the master said to me:


    “You have thought that out badly, old fellow.”


    And for a long time after that they used to call me:


    “Hi, ‘strictly speaking,’ come here and wipe up the floor after the baby, strictly speaking.”


    This stupid banter did not offend, but it greatly surprised, me. I lived in a fog of stupefying grief, and I worked hard in order to fight against it. I did not feel my inefficiencies when I was at work. In the house were two young children. The nurses never pleased the mistresses, and were continually being changed. I had to wait upon the children, to wash baby-clothes every day, and every week I had to go to the Jandarmski Fountain to rinse the linen. Here I was derided by the washerwomen:


    “Why are you doing women’s work?”


    Sometimes they worked me up to such a pitch that I slapped them with the wet, twisted linen. They paid me back generously for this, but I found them merry and interesting.


    The Jandarmski Fountain ran along the bottom of a deep causeway and fell into the Oka. The causeway cut the town off from the field which was called, from the name of an ancient god, Yarilo. On that field, near Semika, the inhabitants of the town had made a promenade. Grandmother had told me that in the days of her youth people still believed in Yarilo and offered sacrifices to him. They took a wheel, covered it with tarred tow, and let it roll down the hill with cries and songs, watching to see if the burning wheel would roll as far as the Oka. If it did, the god Yarilo had accepted the sacrifice; the summer would be sunny and happy.


    The washerwomen were for the most part from Yarilo, bold, headstrong women who had the life of the town at their finger-ends. It was very interesting to hear their tales of the merchants, chinovniks and officers for whom they worked. To rinse the linen in winter in the icy water of the river was work for a galley-slave. All the women had their hands so frost-bitten that the skin was broken. Bending over the stream, inclosed in a wooden trough, under an old penthouse full of crevices, which was no protection against either wind or snow, the women rinsed the linen. Their faces were flushed, pinched by the frost. The frost burned their wet fingers; they could not bend them. Tears trickled from their eyes, but they chatted all the time, telling one another different stories, bearing themselves with a peculiar bravery toward every one and everything.


    The best of all the stories were told by Natalia Kozlovski, a woman of about thirty, fresh-faced, strong, with laughing eyes and a peculiarly facile and sharp tongue. All her companions had a high regard for her; she was consulted on all sorts of affairs, and much admired for her skill in work, for the neatness of her attire, and because she had been able to send her daughter to the high school. When, bending under the weight of two baskets of wet linen, she came down the hill on the slippery footpath, they greeted her gladly, and asked solicitously:


    “Well, and how is the daughter?”


    “Very well, thank you; she is learning well, thank God!”


    “Look at that now! She will be a lady.”


    “That’s why I am having her taught. Where do the ladies with the painted faces come from? They all come from us, from the black earth. And where else should they come from? He who has the most knowledge has the longest arms and can take more, and the one who takes the most has the honor and glory. God sends us into the world as stupid children and expects to take us back as wise old people, which means that we must learn!”


    When she spoke every one was silent, listening attentively to her fluent, self-confident speech. They praised her to her face and behind her back, amazed at her cleverness, her intellect; but no one tried to imitate her. She had sewn brown leather from the leg of a boot, over the sleeve of her bodice which saved her from the necessity of baring her arms to the elbow, and prevented her sleeves from getting wet. They all said what a good idea it was, but not one of them followed her example. When I did so they laughed at me.


    “Ekh, you! Letting a woman teach you!” With reference to her daughter she said: “That is an important affair. There will be one more young lady in the world. Is that a small thing? But of course she may not be able to finish her studies; she may die. And it is not an easy life for those who are students, you see. There was that daughter of the Bakhilovs. She studied and studied, and even became a teacher herself. Once you become a teacher, you know, you are settled for life.”


    “Of course, if they marry, they can do without education; that is, if they have something else to recom — mend them.”


    “A woman’s wit lies not in her head.” It was strange and embarrassing to hear them speak about themselves with such lack of reticence. I knew how sailors, soldiers, and tillers of the soil spoke about women. I heard men always boasting among themselves of their skill in deceiving women, of cunning in their relations with them. I felt that their attitude toward “females” was hostile, but generally there was a ring of something in these boastings which led me to suppose that these stories were merely brag, inventions, and not the truth.


    The washerwomen did not tell one another about their love adventures, but in whatever they said about men I detected an undercurrent of derision, of malice, and I thought it might be true that woman was strength.


    “Even when they don’t go about among their fellows and make friends, they come to women, every one of them!” said Natalia one day, and an old woman cried to her in a rheumy voice:


    “And to whom else should they go? Even from God monks and hermits come to us.”


    These conversations amid the weeping splash of the water, the slapping of wet clothes on the ground, or against the dirty chinks, which not even the snow could hide with its clean cover — these shameless, malicious conversations about secret things, about that from which all races and peoples have sprung, roused in me a timid disgust, forced my thoughts and feelings to fix themselves on “the romances” which surrounded and irritated me. For me the understanding of the “romances” was closely intertwined with representations of obscure, immoral stories.


    However, whether I was with the washerwomen, or in the kitchen with the orderlies or in cellars where lived the field laborers, I found it much more interesting than to be at home, where the stilted conversa — tions were always on the same lines, where the same things happened over and over again, arousing nothing but a feeling of constraint and embittered bore — dom. My employers dwelt within the magic circle of food, illness, sleep, and the anxieties attendant on preparing for eating and sleeping. They spoke of sin and of death, of which they were much afraid. They rubbed against one another as grains of corn are rubbed against the grindstone, which they expect every moment to crush them. In my free time I used to go into the shed to chop wood, desiring to be alone. But that rarely happened. The orderlies used to come and talk about the news of the yard.


    Ermokhin and Sidorov came more often than the others. The former was a long, bow-backed Kalougan, with thick, strong veins all over him, a small head, and dull eyes. He was lazy and irritatingly stupid; he moved slowly and clumsily, and when he saw a woman he blinked and bent forward, just as if he were going to throw himself at her feet. All the yard was amazed by his swift conquest of the cooks and the maids, and envied him. They were all afraid of his bear-like strength. Sidorov, a lean, bony native of Tula, was always sad, spoke softly, and loved to gaze into dark corners. He would relate some incident in a low voice, or sit in silence, looking into the darkest corner.


    “What are you looking at?”


    “I thought I saw a mouse running about. I love mice; they run to and fro so quietly.”


    I used to write letters home for these orderlies — love-letters. I liked this, but it was pleasanter to write letters for Sidorov than for any of the others. Every Saturday regularly he sent a letter to his sister at Tula.


    He invited me into his kitchen, sat down beside me at the table, and, rubbing his close-cropped hair hard, whispered in my ear:


    “Well, go on. Begin it as it ought to be begun. ‘My dearest sister, may you be in good health for many years’ — you know how it ought to go. And now write, ‘I received the ruble; only you need not have sent it. But I thank you. I want for nothing; we live well here.’ As a matter of fact, we do not live at all well, but like dogs; but there is no need to write that. Write that we live well. She is little, only fourteen years old. Why should she know? Now write by yourself, as you have been taught.”


    He pressed upon me from the left side, breathing into my ear hotly and odorously, and whispered perseveringly:


    “Write ‘if any one speaks tenderly to you, you are not to believe him. He wants to deceive you, and ruin you.’”


    His face was flushed by his effort to keep back a cough. Tears stood in his eyes. He leaned on the table and pushed against me.


    “You are hindering me!”


    “It is all right; go on I ‘Above all, never believe gentlemen. They will lead a girl wrong the first time they see her. They know exactly what to say. And if you have saved any money, give it to the priest to keep for you, if he is a good man. But the best thing, is to bury it in the ground, and remember the spot.’”


    It was miserable work trying to listen to this whisper, which was drowned by the squeaking of the tin ventilator in the fortochka, I looked at the blackened front of the stove, at the china cupboard covered with flies. The kitchen was certainly very dirty, overrun with bugs, redolent with an acrid smell of burnt fat, kerosene, and smoke. On the stove, among the sticks of wood, cockroaches crawled in and out. A sense of melancholy stole over my heart. I could have cried with pity for the soldier and his sister. Was it possible, was it right that people should live like this?


    I wrote something, no longer listening to Sidorov’s whisper. I wrote of the misery and repulsiveness of life, and he said to me, sighing:


    “You have written a lot; thank you. Now she will know what she has to be afraid of.”


    “There is nothing for her to be afraid of,” I said angrily, although I was afraid of many things myself.


    The soldier laughed, and cleared his throat.


    “What an oddity you are! How is there nothing to be afraid of? What about gentlemen, and God? Isn’t that something?”


    When he received a letter from his sister he said restlessly:


    “Read it, please. Be quick!”


    And he made me read the badly scrawled, insultingly short, and nonsensical letter three times.


    He was good and kind, but he behaved toward women like all the others; that is, with the primitive coarseness of an animal. Willingly and unwillingly, as I observed these affairs, which often went on under my eyes, beginning and ending with striking and impure swiftness, I saw Sidorov arouse in the breast of a woman a kind feeling of pity for him in his soldier’s life, then intoxicate her with tender lies, and then tell Ermokhin of his conquest, frowning and spitting his disgust, just as if he had been taking some bitter medicine. This made my heart ache, and I angrily asked the soldiers why they all deceived women, lied to them, and then, jeering among themselves at the woman they had treated so, gave her away and often beat her.


    One of them laughed softly, and said:


    “It is not necessary for you to know anything about such things. It is all very bad; it is sin. You are young; it is too early for you.”


    But one day I obtained a more definite answer, which I have always remembered.


    “Do you think that she does not know that I am deceiving her?” he said, blinking and coughing. “She kno-o-ows. She wants to be deceived. Everybody lies in such affairs; they are a disgrace to all concerned. There is no love on either side; it is simply an amusement. It is a dreadful disgrace. Wait, and you will know for yourself. It was for that God drove them out of paradise, and from that all unhappiness has come.”


    He spoke so well, so sadly, and so penitently that he reconciled me a little to these “romances.” I began to have a more friendly feeling toward him than towards Ermokhin, whom I hated, and seized every oc — casion of mocking and teasing. I succeeded in this, and he often pursued me across the yard with some evil design, which only his clumsiness prevented him from executing.


    “It is forbidden,” went on Sidorov, speaking of women.


    That it was forbidden I knew, but that it was the cause of human unhappiness I did not believe. I saw that people were unhappy, but I did not believe what he said, because I sometimes saw an extraordinary expression in the eyes of people in love, and was aware of a peculiar tenderness in those who loved. To witness this festival of the heart was always pleasant to me.


    However, I remember that life seemed to me to grow more and more tedious, cruel, fixed for ever in those forms of it which I saw from day to day. I did not dream of anything better than that which passed interminably before my eyes.


    But one day the soldiers told me a story which stirred me deeply. In one of the flats lived a cutter-out, employed by the best tailor in the town, a quiet, meek foreigner. He had a little, childless wife who read books all day long. Over the noisy yard, amid houses full of drunken people, these two lived, invisible and silent. They had no visitors, and never went anywhere themselves except to the theater in holiday-time.


    The husband was engaged from early morning until late at night. The wife, who looked like an undersized girl, went to the library twice a week. I often saw her walking with a limp, as if she were slightly lame, as far as the dike, carrying books in a strap, like a school-girl. She looked unaffected, pleasant, new, clean, with gloves on her small hands. She had a face like a bird, with little quick eyes, and everything about her was pretty, like a porcelain figure on a mantel-shelf. The soldiers said that she had some ribs missing in her left side, and that was what made her sway so curiously as she walked; but I thought this very nice, and at once set her above all the other ladies in the yard — the officers’ wives. The latter, despite their loud voices, their variegated attire, and haut tournure had a soiled look about them, as if they had been lying forgotten for a long time, in a dark closet among other unneeded things.


    The little wife of the cutter-out was regarded in the yard as half witted. It was said that she had lost her senses over books, and had got into such a condition that she could not manage the housekeeping; that her husband had to go to the market himself in search of provisions, and order the dinner and supper of the cook, a great, huge foreign female. She had only one red eye, which was always moist, and a narrow pink crevice in place of the other. She was like her mistress, they said of her. She did not know how to cook a dish of fried veal and onions properly, and one day she ignominiously bought radishes, thinking she was buying parsley. Just think what a dreadful thing that was I


    All three were aliens in the building, as if they had fallen by accident into one of the compartments of a large hen-house. They reminded me of a tit-mouse which, taking refuge from the frost, flies through the fortochka into a stifling and dirty habitation of man.


    And then the orderlies told me how the officers had played an insulting and wicked trick on the tailor’s little wife. They took turns to write her a letter every day, declaring their love for her, speaking of their sufferings and of her beauty. She answered them, begging them to leave her in peace, regretting that she had been the cause of unhappiness to any one, and praying God that He would help them to give up loving her. When any one of them received a letter like that, they used to read it all together, and then make up another letter to her, signed by a different person.


    When they told me this story, the orderlies laughed too, and abused the lady.


    “She is a wretched fool, the crookback,” said Ermokhin in a bass voice, and Sidorov softly agreed with him.


    “Whatever a woman is, she likes being deceived. She knows all about it.”


    I did not believe that the wife of the cutter-out knew that they were laughing at her, and I resolved at once to tell her about it. I watched for the cook to go down into the cellar, and I ran up the dark staircase to the flat of the little woman, and slipped into the kitchen. It was empty. I went on to the sitting-room. The tailor’s wife was sitting at the table. In one hand she held a heavy gold cup, and in the other an open book. She was startled. Pressing the book to her bosom, she cried in a low voice:


    “Who is that? Angus te! Who are you?”


    I began to speak quickly and confusedly, expecting every minute that she would throw the book at me. She was sitting in a large, raspberry-colored arm-chair, dressed in a pale-blue wrap with a fringe at the hem and lace on the collar and sleeves over her shoulders was spread her flaxen, wavy hair. She looked like an angel from the gates of heaven. Leaning against the back of her chair, she looked at me with round eyes, at first angrily, then in smiling surprise.


    When I had said what I wanted to say, and, losing my courage, turned to the door, she cried after me:


    “Wait!”


    Placing the cup on the tray, throwing the book on the table, and folding her hands, she said in a husky, grown-up voice:


    “What a funny boy you are! Come closer!”


    I approached very cautiously. She took me by the hand, and, stroking it with her cold, small fingers, said:


    “Are you sure that no one sent you to tell me this? No? All right; I see that you thought of it yourself.”


    Letting my hand go, she closed her eyes, and said softly and drawingly:


    “So that is how the soldiers speak of me?”


    “Leave this place,” I advised her earnestly.


    “Why?’


    “They will get the better of you/’


    She laughed pleasantly. Then she asked:


    “Do you study? Are you fond of books?”


    “I have no time for reading.”


    “If you were fond of it, you would find the time. Well, thank you.”


    She held out a piece of silver money to me, grasped between her first finger and her thumb. I felt ashamed to take that cold thing from her, but I did not dare to refuse. As I went out, I laid it on the pedestal of the stair-banisters.


    I took away with me a deep, new impression from that woman. It was as if a new day had dawned for me. I lived for several days in a state of joy, thinking of the spacious room and the tailor’s wife sitting in it, dressed in pale blue and looking like an angel. Everything around her was unfamiliarly beautiful. A dull-gold carpet lay under her feet; the winter day looked through the silver panes of the window, warming itself in her presence. I wanted very much to look at her again. How would it be if I went to her and asked her for a book?


    I acted upon this idea. Once more I saw her in the same place, also with a book in her hand; but she had a red handkerchief tied round her face, and her eyes were swollen. As she gave me a book with a black binding, she indistinctly called out something.


    I went away feeling sad, carrying the book, which smelt of creosote and aniseed drops. I hid it in the attic, wrapping it up in a clean shirt and some paper; for I was afraid that my employers might find it and spoil it.


    They used to take the “Neva” for the sake of the patterns and prizes, but they never read it. When they had looked at the pictures, they put it away in a cupboard in the bedroom, and at the end of the year they had been bound, placing them under the bed, where already lay three volumes of “The Review of Painting.” When I washed the floor in the bedroom dirty water flowed under these books. The master subscribed to the “Russian Courier,” but when he read it in the evening he grumbled at it.


    “What the devil do they want to write all this for? Such dull stuff!”


    On Saturday, when I was putting away the linen in the attic, I remembered about the book. I undid it from its wrappings, and read the first lines: “Houses are like people; they all have physiognomies of their own.” The truth of this surprised me, and I went on reading farther, standing at the dormer-window until I was too cold to stay longer. But in the evening, when they had gone to vespers, I carried the book into the kitchen and buried myself in the yellow, worn pages, which were like autumn leaves. Without effort, they carried me into another life, with new names and new standards, showed me noble heroes, gloomy villains, quite unlike the people with whom


    I had to do. This was a novel by Xavier de Montepaine. It was long, like all his novels, simply packed with people and incidents, describing an unfamiliar, vehement life. Everything in this novel was wonderfully clear and simple, as if a mellow light hid — den between the lines illuminated the good and evil. It helped one to love and hate, compelling one to follow with intense interest the fates of the people, who seemed so inextricably entangled. I was seized with sudden desires to help this person, to hinder that, forgetting that this life, which had so unexpectedly opened before me, had its existence only on paper. I forgot everything else in the exciting struggles. I was swallowed up by a feeling of joy on one page, and by a feeling of grief on the next.


    I read until I heard the bell ring in the front hall. I knew at once who it was that was ringing, and why.


    The candle had almost burned out. The candle-stick, which I had cleaned only that morning, was covered with grease; the wick of the lamp, which I ought to have looked after, had slipped out of its place, and the flame had gone out. I rushed about the kitchen trying to hide the traces of my crime. I slipped the book under the stove-hole, and began to put the lamp to rights. The nurse caine running out of the sitting-room.


    “Are you deaf? They have rung!”


    I rushed to open the door.


    “Were you asleep?” asked the master roughly. His wife, mounting the stairs heavily, complained that she had caught cold. The old lady scolded me. In the kitchen she noticed the burned-out candle at once, and began to ask me what I had been doing. I said nothing. I had only just come down from the heights, and I was all to pieces with fright lest they should find the book. She cried out that I would set the house on fire. When the master and his wife came down to supper she complained to them.


    “There, you see, he has let the candle gutter, he will set the house on fire.”


    While they were at supper the whole four of them lashed me with their tongues, reminding me of all my crimes, wilful and involuntary, threatening me with perdition; but I knew quite well that they were all speaking not from ill-feeling, or for my good, but simply because they were bored. And it was curious to observe how empty and foolish they were compared with the people in books.


    When they had finished eating, they grew heavy, and went wearily to bed. The old woman, after disturbing God with her angry complaints, settled her — self on the stove and was silent. Then I got up, took the book from the stove-hole, and went to the window. It was a bright night, and the moon looked straight into the window; but my sight was not good enough to see the small print. My desire to read was tormenting me. I took a brass saucepan from the shelf and reflected the light of the moon from it on the book; but it became still more difficult and blurred. Then I betook myself to the bench in the corner where the icon was, and, standing upon it, began to read by the light of the small lamp. But I was very tired, and dozed, sinking down on the bench. I was awakened by the cries and blows of the old woman. She was hitting me painfully over the shoulders with the book, which she held in her hand. She was red with rage, furiously tossing her brown head, barefooted, and wearing only her night-dress. Victor roared from the loft:


    “Mamasha, don’t make such a noise! You make life unbearable.”


    “She has found the book. She will tear it up!” I thought.


    My trial took place at breakfast-time. The master asked me, sternly:


    “Where did you get that book?”


    The women exclaimed, interrupting each other. Victor sniffed contemptuously at the pages and said:


    “Good gracious! what does it smell of?”


    Learning that the book belonged to the priest, they looked at it again, surprised and indignant that the priest should read novels. However, this seemed to calm them down a little, though the master gave me another long lecture to the effect that reading was both injurious and dangerous.


    “It is the people who read books who rob trains and even commit murders.”


    The mistress cried out, angry and terrified:


    “Have you gone out of your mind? What do you want to say such things to him for?”


    I took Montepaine to the soldier and told him what had happened. Sidorov took the book, opened a small trunk, took out a clean towel, and, wrapping the novel in it, hid it in the trunk.


    “Don’t you take any notice of them. Come and read here. I shan’t tell any one. And if you come when I am not here, you will find the key hanging behind the icon. Open the trunk and read.”


    The attitude my employers had taken with regard to the book raised it to the height of an important and terrible secret in my mind. That some “readers” had robbed a train or tried to murder some one did not interest me, but I remembered the question the priest had asked me in confession, the reading of the gymnasiast in the basement, the words of Smouri, the “proper books,” and grandfather’s stories of the black books of freemasonry. He had said:


    “In the time of the Emperor Alexander Pavlovich of blessed memory the nobles took up the study of ‘black books’ and freemasonry. They planned to hand over the whole Russian people to the Pope of Rome, if you please! But General Arakcheev caught them in the act, and, without regard to their position, sent them all to Siberia, into prison. And there they were; exterminated like vermin.”


    I remembered the “umbra” of Smouri’ s book and “Gervase” and the solemn, comical words:


    Profane ones who are curious to know our business,

    Never shall your weak eyes spy it out!


    
      
    


    I felt that I was on the threshold of the discovery of some great secret, and went about like a lunatic. I wanted to finish reading the book, and was afraid that the soldier might lose it or spoil it somehow. What should I say to the tailor’s wife then?


    The old woman watched me sharply to see that I did not run to the orderly’s room, and taunted me:


    “Bookworm! Books! They teach dissoluteness. Look at that woman, the bookish one. She can’t even go to market herself. All she can do is to carry on with the officers. She receives them in the daytime. I kno-o-w.”


    I wanted to cry, “That’s not true. She does not carry on,” but I was afraid to defend the tailor’s wife, for then the old woman might guess that the book was hers.


    I had a desperately bad time of it for several days. I was distracted and worried, and could not sleep for fear that Montepaine had come to grief. Then one day the cook belonging to the tailor’s household stopped me in the yard and said :


    “You are to bring back that book.”


    I chose the time after dinner, when my employers lay down to rest, and appeared before the tailor’s wife embarrassed and crushed. She looked now as she had the first time, only she was dressed differently. She wore a gray skirt and a black velvet blouse, with a turquoise cross upon her bare neck. She looked like a hen bullfinch. When I told her that I had not had time to read the book, and that I had been forbidden to read, tears filled my eyes. They were caused by mortification, and by joy at seeing this woman.


    “Too! what stupid people!” she said, drawing her fine brows together. “And your master has such an interesting face, too! Don’t you fret about it. I will write to him.”


    “You must not! Don’t write!” I begged her. “They will laugh at you and abuse you. Don’t you know that no one in the yard likes you, that they all laugh at you, and say that you are a fool, and that some of your ribs are missing?”


    As soon as I had blurted this out I knew that I had said something unnecessary and insulting to her. She bit her lower lip, and clapped her hands on her hips as if she were riding on horseback. I hung my head in confusion and wished that I could sink into the earth; but she sank into a chair and laughed merrily, saying over and over again:


    “Oh, how stupid I how stupid! Well, what is to be done?” she asked, looking fixedly at me. Then she sighed and said, “You are a strange boy, very strange.”


    Glancing into the mirror beside her, I saw a face with high cheek-bones and a short nose, a large bruise on the forehead, and hair, which had not been cut for a long time, sticking out in all directions. That is what she called “a strange boy.” The strange boy was not in the least like a fine porcelain figure.


    “You never took the money that I gave you. Why?”


    “I did not want it.”


    She sighed.


    “Well, what is to be done? If they will allow you to read, come to me and I will give you some books.”


    On the mantel-shelf lay three books. The one which I had brought back was the thickest. I looked at it sadly. The tailor’s wife held out her small, pink hand to me.


    “Well, good-by!”


    I touched her hand timidly, and went away quickly.


    It was certainly true what they said about her not knowing anything. Fancy calling two grevines money! It was just like a child.


    But it pleased me.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER IX


    
      
    


    I HAVE sad and ludicrous reasons for remembering the burdensome humiliations, insults, and alarms which my swiftly developed passion for reading brought me.


    The books of the tailor’s wife looked as if they were terribly expensive, and as I was afraid that the old mistress might burn them in the stove, I tried not to think of them, and began to buy small colored books from the shop where I bought bread in the mornings.


    The shopkeeper was an ill-favored fellow with thick lips. He was given to sweating, had a white, wizen face covered with scrofulous scars and pimples, and his eyes were white. He had short, clumsy fingers on puffy hands. His shop took the place of an evening club for grown-up people; also for the thoughtless young girls living in the street. My master’s brother used to go there every evening to drink beer and play cards. I was often sent to call him to supper, and more than once I saw, in the small, stuffy room behind the shop, the capricious, rosy wife of the shopkeeper sitting on the knee of Victorushka or some other young fellow. Apparently this did not offend the shop-keeper; nor was he offended when his sister, who helped him in the shop, warmly embraced the drunken men, or soldiers, or, in fact any one who took her fancy. The business done at the shop was small. He explained this by the fact that it was a new business, al — though the shop had been open since the autumn. He showed obscene pictures to his guests and customers, allowing those who wished to copy the disgraceful verses beneath them.


    I read the foolish little books of Mischa Evstignev, paying so many copecks for the loan of them. This was dear, and the books afforded me no pleasure at all. “Guyak, or, the Unconquerable Truth,” “Franzl, the Venitian,” “The Battle of the Russians with the Kabardines,” or “The Beautiful Mahomedan Girl, Who Died on the Grave of her Husband,” — all that kind of literature did not interest me either, and often aroused a bitter irritation. The books seemed to be laughing at me, as at a fool, when they told in dull words such improbable stories.


    “The Marksmen,” “Youri Miloslavski,” “Monks’ Secrets,” “Yapacha, the Tatar Freebooter,” and such books I like better. I was the richer for reading them; but what I liked better than all was the lives of the saints. Here was something serious in which I could believe, and which at times deeply stirred me. All the martyrs somehow reminded me of “Good Business,” and the female martyrs of grandmother, and the holy men of grandfather in his best moments.


    I used to read in the shed when I went there to chop wood, or in the attic, which was equally uncomfortable and cold. Sometimes, if a book interested me or I had to read it quickly, I used to get up in the night and light the candle; but the old mistress, noticing that my candle had grown smaller during the night, began to measure the candles with a piece of wood, which she hid away somewhere. In the morning, if my candle was not as long as the measure, or if I, having found the measure, had not broken it to the length of the burned candle, a wild cry arose from the kitchen. Sometimes Victorushka called out loudly from the loft:


    “Leave off that howling, Mamasha! You make life unbearable. Of course he burns the candles, because he reads books. He gets them from the shop. I know. Just look among his things in the attic.”


    The old woman ran up to the attic, found a book, and burned it to ashes.


    This made me very angry, as you may imagine, but my love of reading increased. I understood that if a saint had entered that household, my employers would have set to work to teach him, tried to set him to their own tune. They would have done this for something to do. If they had left off judging people, scolding them, jeering at them, they would have forgotten how to talk, would have been stricken with dumbness, and would not have been themselves at all. When a man is aware of himself, it must be through his relations with other people. My employers could not behave themselves toward those about them otherwise than as teachers, always ready to condemn; and if they had taught somebody to live exactly as they lived themselves, to think and feel in the same way, even then they would have condemned him for that very reason. They were that sort of people.


    I continued to read on the sly. The old woman destroyed books several times, and I suddenly found my — self in debt to the shopkeeper for the enormous amount of forty-seven copecks. He demanded the money, and threatened to take it from my employers’ money when they sent me to make purchases.


    “What would happen then?” he asked jeeringly.


    To me he was unbearably repulsive. Apparently he felt this, and tortured me with various threats from which he derived a peculiar enjoyment. When I went into the shop his pimply face broadened, and he would ask gently:


    “Have you brought your debt?”


    “No.”


    This startled him. He frowned.


    “How is that? Am I supposed to give you things out of charity? I shall have to get it from you by sending you to the reformatory.”


    I had no way of getting the money, my wages were paid to grandfather. I lost my presence of mind. What would happen to me? And in answer to my entreaty that he wait for settlement of the debt, the shopkeeper stretched out his oily, puffy hand, like a bladder, and said:


    “Kiss my hand and I will wait.”


    But when I seized a weight from the counter and brandished it at him, he ducked and cried:


    “What are you doing? What are you doing? I was only joking.”


    Knowing well that he was not joking, I resolved to steal the money to get rid of him. In the morning when I was brushing the master’s clothes, money jingled in his trousers’ pockets, and sometimes it fell out and rolled on the floor. Once some rolled into a crack in the boards under the staircase. I forgot to say anything about this, and remembered it only several days afterward when I found two greven between the boards. When I gave it back to the master his wife said to him:


    “There, you see! You ought to count your money when you leave it in your pockets.”


    But my master, smiling at me, said:


    “He would not steal, I know.”


    Now, having made up my mind to steal, I remembered these words and his trusting smile, and felt how hard it would be for me to rob him. Several times I took silver out of the pockets and counted it, but I could not take it. For three days I tormented myself about this, and suddenly the whole affair settled itself quickly and simply. The master asked me unexpectedly:


    “What is the matter with you, Pyeshkov? You have become dull lately. Aren’t you well, or what?”


    I frankly told him all my troubles. He frowned.


    “Now you see what books lead to! From them, in some way or another, trouble always comes.”


    He gave me half a ruble and admonished me sternly:


    “Now look here; don’t you go telling my wife or my mother, or there will be a row.”


    Then he smiled kindly and said:


    “You are very persevering, devil take you! Never mind; it is a good thing. Anyhow, give up books. When the New Year comes, I will order a good paper, and you can read that.”


    And so in the evenings, from tea-time till supper-time, I read aloud to my employers “The Moscow Gazette,” the novels of Bashkov, Rokshnin, Rudinskovski, and other literature, for the nourishment of people who suffered from deadly dullness.


    I did not like reading aloud, for it hindered me from understanding what I read. But my employers listened attentively, with a sort of reverential eagerness, sighing, amazed at the villainy of the heroes, and saying proudly to one another:


    “And we live so quietly, so peacefully; we know nothing of such things, thank God!”


    They mixed up the incidents, ascribed the deeds of the famous brigand Churkin to the post-boy Thoma Kruchin, and mixed the names. When I corrected their mistakes they were surprised.


    “What a memory he has!”


    Occasionally the poems of Leonide Grave appeared in “The Moscow Gazette.” I was delighted with them. I copied several of them into a note-book, but my employers said of the poet:


    “He is an old man, you know; so he writes poetry.” “A drunkard or an imbecile, it is all the same.”


    I liked the poetry of Strujkin, and the Count Memento Mori, but both the women said the verses were clumsy.


    “Only the Petrushki or actors talk in verse.”


    It was a hard life for me on winter evenings, under the eyes of my employers, in that close, small room. The dead night lay outside the window, now and again the ice cracked. The others sat at the table in silence, like frozen fish. A snow-storm would rattle the windows and beat against the walls, howl down the chimney, and shake the flue-plate. The children cried in the nursery. I wanted to sit by myself in a dark corner and howl like a wolf.


    At one end of the table sat the women, knitting socks or sewing. At the other sat Victorushka, stooping, copying plans unwillingly, and from time to time calling out:


    “Don’t shake the table! Goats, dogs, mice!”


    At the side, behind an enormous embroidery-frame, sat the master, sewing a tablecloth in cross-stitch. Under his fingers appeared red lobsters, blue fish, yellow butterflies, and red autumn leaves. He had made the design himself, and had sat at the work for three winters. He had grown very tired of it, and often said to me in the daytime, when I had some spare time:


    “Come along, Pyeshkov; sit down to the tablecloth and do some of it!”


    I sat down, and began to work with the thick needle.


    I was sorry for my master, and always did my best to help him. I had an idea that one day he would give up drawing plans, sewing, and playing at cards, and begin doing something quite different, something interesting, about which he often thought, throwing his work aside and gazing at it with fixed, amazed eyes, as at something unfamiliar to him. His hair fell over his forehead and cheeks; he looked like a laybrother in a monastery.


    “What are you thinking of?” his wife would ask him.


    “Nothing in particular,” he would reply, returning to his work.


    I listened in dumb amazement. Fancy asking a man what he was thinking of. It was a question which could not be answered. One’s thoughts were always sudden and many, about all that passed before one’s eyes, of what one saw yesterday or a year ago. It was all mixed up together, elusive, constantly moving and changing.


    The serial in “The Moscow Gazette” was not enough to last the evening, and I went on to read the journals which were put away under the bed in the bedroom. The young mistress asked suspiciously:


    “What do you find to read there? It is all pictures.”


    But under the bed, besides the “Painting Review,” lay also “Flames,” and so we read “Count Tyatin–Baltiski,” by Saliass. The master took a great fancy to the eccentric hero of the story, and laughed mercilessly, till the tears ran down his cheeks, at the mel — ancholy adventures of the hero, crying:


    “Really, that is most amusing!”


    “Piffle!” said the mistress to show her independence of mind.


    The literature under the bed did me a great service. Through it, I had obtained the right to read the papers in the kitchen, and thus made it possible to read at night.


    To my joy, the old woman went to sleep in the nursery for the nurse had a drunken fit. Victorushka did not interfere with me. As soon as the household was asleep, he dressed himself quietly, and disappeared somewhere till morning. I was not allowed to have a light, for they took the candles into the bedrooms, and I had no money to buy them for myself; so I began to collect the tallow from the candlesticks on the quiet, and put it in a sardine tin, into which I also poured lamp oil, and, making a wick with some thread, was able to make a smoky light. This I put on the stove for the night.


    When I turned the pages of the great volumes, the bright red tongue of flame quivered agitatedly, the wick was drowned in the burning, evil-smelling fat, and the smoke made my eyes smart. But all this unpleasantness was swallowed up in the enjoyment with which I looked at the illustrations and read the description of them. These illustrations opened up be — fore me a world which increased daily in breadth — a world adorned with towns, just like the towns of story-land. They showed me lofty hills and lovely sea — shores. Life developed wonderfully for me. The earth became more fascinating, rich in people, abounding in towns and all kinds of things. Now when I gazed into the distance beyond the Volga, I knew that it was not space which lay beyond, but before that, when I had looked, it used to make me feel oddly miserable. The meadows lay flat, bushes grew in clumps, and where the meadows ended, rose the indented black wall of the forest. Above the meadows it was dull, cold blue. The earth seemed an empty, solitary place. And my heart also was empty. A gentle sorrow nipped it; all desires had departed, and I thought of nothing. All I wanted was to shut my eyes. This melancholy emptiness promised me nothing, and sucked out of my heart all that there was in it.


    The description of the illustrations told me in language which I could understand about other countries, other peoples. It spoke of various incidents of the past and present, but there was a lot which I did not understand, and that worried me. Sometimes strange words stuck in my brain, like “metaphysics,” “chiliasm,” “chartist.” They were a source of great anx — iety to me, and seemed to grow into monsters obstruct — ing my vision. I thought that I should never under — stand anything. I did not succeed in finding out the meaning of those words. In fact, they stood like sentries on the threshold of all secret knowledge. Often whole phrases stuck in my memory for a long time, like a splinter in my finger, and hindered me from thinking of anything else.


    I remembered reading these strange verses:


    “All clad in steel, through the unpeopled land, Silent and gloomy as the grave, Rides the Czar of the Huns, Attilla. Behind him comes a black mass of warriors, crying, ‘Where, then, is Rome; where is Rome the mighty?”


    That Rome was a city, I knew; but who on earth were the Huns? I simply had to find that out.


    Choosing a propitious moment, I asked my master.


    “The Huns?” he cried in amazement. “The devil knows who they are. Some trash, I expect.”


    And shaking his head disapprovingly, he said:


    “That head of yours is full of nonsense. That is very bad, Pyeshkov.”


    Bad or good, I wanted to know.


    I had an idea that the regimental chaplain. Soloviev, ought to know who the Huns were, and when I caught him in the yard, I asked him. The pale, sickly, always disagreeable man, with red eyes, no eyebrows, and a yellow beard, pushing his black staff into the earth, said to me:


    “And what is that to do with you, eh?”


    Lieutenant Nesterov answered my question by a ferocious:


    “What-a-t?”


    Then I concluded that the right person to ask about the Huns was the dispenser at the chemist’s. He always looked at me kindly. He had a clever face, and gold glasses on his large nose.


    “The Huns,” said the dispenser, “were a nomad race, like the people of Khirgiz. There are no more of these people now. They are all dead.”


    I felt sad and vexed, not because the Huns were dead, but because the meaning of the word that had worried me for so long was quite simple, and was also of no use to me.


    But I was grateful to the Huns after my collision with the word ceased to worry me so much, and thanks to Attilla, I made the acquaintance of the dispenser Goldberg.


    This man knew the literal meaning of all words of wisdom. He had the keys to all knowledge. Setting his glasses straight with two fingers, he looked fixedly into my eyes and said, as if he were driving small nails into my forehead:


    “Words, my dear boy, are like leaves on a tree. If we want to find out why the leaves take one form instead of another, we must learn how the tree grows. We must study books, my dear boy. Men are like a good garden in which everything grows, both pleasant and profitable.”


    I often had to run to the chemist’s for soda-water and magnesia for the adults of the family, who were continually suffering from heartburn, and for castor-oil and purgatives for the children.


    The short instructions which the dispenser gave me instilled into my mind a still deeper regard for books.


    They gradually became as necessary to me as vodka to the drunkard. They showed me a new life, a life of noble sentiments and strong desires which incite people to deeds of heroism and crimes. I saw that the people about me were fitted for neither heroism nor crime. They lived apart from everything that I read about in books, and it was hard to imagine what they found interesting in their lives. I had no desire to live such a life. I was quite decided on that point. I would not.


    From the letterpress which accompanied the drawings I had learned that in Prague, London, and Paris there are no open drains in the middle of the city, or dirty gulleys choked with refuse. There were straight, broad streets, and different kinds of houses and churches. There they did not have a six-months-long winter, which shuts people up in their houses, and no great fast, when only fermenting cabbage, pickled mushrooms, oatmeal, and potatoes cooked in disgusting vegetable oil can be eaten. During the great fast books are forbidden, and they took away the “Review of Painting” from me, and that empty, meager life again closed about me. Now that I could compare it with the life pictured in books, it seemed more wretched and ugly than ever. When I could read I felt well and strong; I worked well and quickly, and had an object in life. The sooner I was finished, the more time I should have for reading. Deprived of books, I became lazy, and drowsy, and became a victim to forgetfulness, to which I had been a stranger before.


    I remember that even during those dull days something mysterious happened. One evening when we had all gone to bed the bell of the cathedral suddenly rang out, arousing every one in the house at once. Half-dressed people rushed to the windows, asking one another:


    “Is it a fire? Is that the alarm-bell?”


    In the other flats one could hear the same bustle going on. Doors slammed; some one ran across the yard with a horse ready saddled. The old mistress shrieked that the cathedral had been robbed, but the master stopped her.


    “Not so loud, Mamasha! Can’t you hear that that is not an alarm-bell?”


    “Then the archbishop is dead.”


    Victorushka climbed down from the loft, dressed himself, and muttered:


    “I know what has happened. I know!”


    The master sent me to the attic to see if the sky was red. I ran upstairs and climbed to the roof through the dormer-window. There was no red light in the sky. The bell tolled slowly in the quiet frosty air. The town lay sleepily on the earth. In the darkness invisible people ran about, scrunching the snow under their feet. Sledges squealed, and the bell wailed ominously. I returned to the sitting-room.


    “There is no red light in the sky.”


    “Foo, you! Good gracious!” said the master, who had on his greatcoat and cap. He pulled up his collar and began to put his feet into his goloshes unde — cidedly.


    The mistress begged him:


    “Don’t go out! Don’t go out!”


    “Rubbish!”


    Victorushka, who was also dressed, teased them all.


    “I know what has happened.”


    When the brothers went out into the street the women, having sent me to get the samovar ready, rushed to the window. But the master rang the street door-bell almost directly, ran up the steps silently, shut the door, and said thickly:


    “The Czar has been murdered!”


    “How murdered?” exclaimed the old lady.


    “He has been murdered. An officer told me so. What will happen now?”


    Victorushka rang, and as he unwillingly took off his coat said angrily:


    “And I thought it was war!”


    Then they all sat down to drink tea, and talked together calmly, but in low voices and cautiously. The streets were quiet now, the bells had given up tolling. For two days they whispered together mysteriously, and went to and fro. People also came to see them, and related some event in detail. I tried hard to understand what had happened, but they hid the news — papers from me. When I asked Sidorov why they had killed the Czar he answered, softly:


    “It is forbidden to speak of it.”


    But all this soon wore away. The old empty life was resumed, and I soon had a very unpleasant experience.


    On one of those Sundays when the household had gone to early mass I set the samovar ready and turned my attention to tidying the rooms. While I was so occupied the eldest child rushed into the kitchen, removed the tap from the samovar, and set himself under the table to play with it. There was a lot of charcoal in the pipe of the samovar, and when the water had all trickled away from it, it came unsoldered. While I was doing the other rooms, I heard an unusual noise. Going into the kitchen, I saw with horror that the samovar was all blue. It was shaking, as if it wanted to jump from the floor. The broken handle of the tap was drooping miserably, the lid was all on one side, the pewter was melted and running away drop by drop. In fact the purplish blue samovar looked as if it had drunken shivers. I poured water over it. It hissed, and sank sadly in ruins on the floor.


    The front door-bell rang. I went to open the door. In answer to the old lady’s question as to whether the samovar was ready, I replied briefly:


    “Yes; it is ready.”


    These words, spoken, of course, in my confusion and terror, were taken for insolence. My punishment was doubled. They half killed me. The old lady beat me with a bunch of fir-twigs, which did not hurt much, but left under the skin of my back a great many splinters, driven in deeply. Before night my back was swollen like a pillow, and by noon the next day the master was obliged to take me to the hospital.


    When the doctor, comically tall and thin, examined me, he said in a calm, dull voice:


    “This is a case of cruelty which will have to be investigated.”


    My master blushed, shuffled his feet, and said something in a low voice to the doctor, who looked over his head and said shortly:


    “I can’t. It is impossible.”


    Then he asked me:


    “Do you want to make a complaint?”


    I was in great pain, but I said:


    “No, make haste and cure me.”


    They took me into another room, laid me on a table, and the doctor pulled out the splinters with pleasantly cold pincers. He said, jestingly:


    “They have decorated your skin beautifully, my friend; now you will be waterproof.”


    When he had finished his work of pricking me unmercifully, he said:


    “Forty-two splinters have been taken out, my friend. Remember that. It is something to boast of! Come back at the same time tomorrow to have the dressing replaced. Do they often beat you?”


    I thought for a moment, then said:


    “Not so often as they used to.”


    The doctor burst into a hoarse laugh.


    “It is all for the best, my friend, all for the best.”


    When he took me back to my master he said to him:


    “I hand him over to you; he is repaired. Bring him back tomorrow without fail. I congratulate you. He is a comical fellow you have there.”


    When we were in the cab my master said to me:


    “They used to beat me too, Pyeshkov. What do you think of that? They did beat me, my lad! And you have me to pity you; but I had no one, no one. People are very hard everywhere; but one gets no pity — no, not from any one. Ekh! Wild fowl!”


    He grumbled all the way home. I was very sorry for him, and grateful to him for treating me like a man.


    They welcomed me at the house as if it had been my name-day. The women insisted on hearing in detail how the doctor had treated me and what he had said. They listened and sighed, then kissed me tenderly, wrinkling their brows. This intense interest in illness, pain, and all kinds of unpleasantness always amazed me.


    I saw that they were pleased with me for not complaining of them, and I took advantage of the mo — ment to ask if I might have some books from the tail — or’s wife. They did not have the heart to refuse me. Only the old lady cried in surprise:


    “What a demon he is!”


    The next day I stood before the tailor’s wife, who said to me kindly:


    “They told me that you were ill, and that you had been taken to hospital. You see what stories get about.”


    I was silent. I was ashamed to tell her the truth. Why should she know of such sad and coarse things? It was nice to think that she was different from other people.


    Once more I read the thick books of Dumas pere, Ponson de Terraille, Montepaine, Zakonier, Gaboriau, and Bourgobier. I devoured all these books quickly, one after the other, and I was happy. I felt myself to be part of a life which was out of the ordinary, which stirred me sweetly and aroused my courage. Once more I burned my improvised candle, and read all through the night till the morning, so that my eyes began to hurt me a little. The old mistress said to me kindly:


    “Take care, bookworm. You will spoil your sight and grow blind!”


    However, I soon realized that all these interestingly complicated books, despite the different incidents, and the various countries and town? about which they were written, had one common theme: good people made unhappy and oppressed by bad people, the latter were always more successful and clever than the good, but in the end something unexpected always overthrowing the wicked, and the good winning. The “love,” of which both men and women spoke in the same terms, bored me. In fact, it was not only uninteresting to me, but it aroused a vague contempt.


    Sometimes from the very first chapters I began to wonder who would win or who would be vanquished, and as soon as the course of the story became clear, I would set myself to unravel the skein of events by the aid of my own fancy. When I was not reading I was thinking of the books I had on hand, as one would think about the problems in an arithmetic. I became more skilful every day in guessing which of the characters would enter into the paradise of happiness and which would be utterly confounded.


    But through all this I saw the glimmer of living and, to me, significant truths, the outlines of another life, other standards. It was clear to me that in Paris the cabmen, working men, soldiers, and all “black people” were not at all as they were in Nijni, Kazan, or Perm. They dared to speak to gentlefolk, and behaved toward them more simply and independently than our people. Here, for example, was a soldier quite unlike any I had known, unlike Sidorov, unlike the Viatskian on the boat, and still more unlike Ermokhin. He was more human than any of these. He had something of Smouri about him, but he was not so savage and coarse. Here was a shopkeeper, but he was much better than any of the shopkeepers I had known. And the priests in books were not like the priests I knew. They had more feeling, and seemed to enter more into the lives of their flocks. And in general it seemed to me that life abroad, as it appeared in books, was more interesting, easier, better than the life I knew. Abroad, people did not behave so brutally. They never jeered at other human creatures as cruelly as the Viatskian soldier had been jeered at, nor prayed to God as importunately as the old mistress did. What I noticed particularly was that, when villains, misers, and low characters were depicted in books, they did not show that incomprehensible cruelty, that inclination to jeer at humanity, with which I was ac — quainted, and which was often brought to my notice. There was method in the cruelty of these bookish villains. One could almost always understand why they were cruel; but the cruelty which I witnessed was aimless, senseless, an amusement from which no one ex — pected to gain any advantage.


    With every book that I read this dissimilarity between Russian life and that of other countries stood out more clearly, causing a perplexed feeling of irritation within me, strengthening my suspicion of the veracity of the old, well-read pages with their dirty “dogs’-ears.”


    And then there fell into my hands Goncourt’s novel, “The Brothers Zemganno.” I read it through in one night, and, surprised at the new experience, read the simple, pathetic story over again. There was nothing complicated about it, nothing interesting at first sight. In fact, the first pages seemed dry, like the lives of the saints. Its language, so precise and stripped of all adornment, was at first an unpleasant surprise to me; but the paucity of words, the strongly constructed phrases, went straight to the heart. It so aptly described the drama of the acrobat brothers that my hands trembled with the enjoyment of reading the book. I wept bitterly as I read how the unfortunate artist, with his legs broken, crept up to the loft where his brother was secretly engaged in his favorite art.


    When I returned this glorious book to the tailor’s wife I begged her to give me another one like it.


    “How do you mean like that?” she asked, laughing.


    This laugh confused me, and I could not explain what I wanted. Then she said:


    “That is a dull book. Just wait! I will give you another more interesting.”


    In the course of a day or two she gave me Greenwood’s “The True History of a little Waif.” The title of the book at first turned me agairieTit, but the first pages called up a smile of joy, and still smiling, I read it from beginning to end, rereading some of the pages two or three times.


    So in other countries, also, boys lived hard and harassing lives! After all, I was not so badly off; I need not complain.


    Greenwood gave me a lot of courage, and soon after that I was given a “real” book, “Eugenie Grandet.”


    Old Grandet reminded me vividly of grandfather. I was annoyed that the book was so small, and surprised at the amount of truth it contained. Truths which were familiar and boring to me in life were shown to me in a different light in this book, without malice and quite calmly. All the books which I had read before Greenwood’s, condemned people as severely and noisily as my employers did, often arousing my sympathy for the villain and a feeling of irritation with the good people. I was always sorry to see that despite enormous expenditure of intelligence and will-power, a man still failed to obtain his desires. The good characters stood awaiting events from first to last page, as immovable as stone pillars, and although all kinds of evil plots were formed against these stone pillars, stones do not arouse sympathy. No matter how beautiful and strong a wall may be, one does not love it if one wants to get the apple on the tree on the other side of it. It always seemed to me that all that was most worth having, and vigorous was hidden behind the “good” people.


    In Goncourt, Greenwood, and Balzac there were no villains, but just simple people, wonderfully alive. One could not doubt that, whatever they were alleged to have said and done, they really did say and do, and they could not have said and done anything else.


    In this fashion I learned to understand what a great treat a “good and proper” book can be. But how to find it? The tailor’s wife could not help me in this.


    “Here is a good book,” she said, laying before me Arsene Huissier’s “Hands full of Roses, Gold, and Blood.” She also gave me the novels of Beyle, Paul de Kock and Paul Feval, and I read them all with relish. She liked the novels of Mariette and Vernier, which to me appeared dull. I did not care for Spielhagen, but I was much taken with the stories of Auer — bach. Sue and Huga, also, I did not like, preferring Walter Scott. I wanted books which excited me, and made me feel happy, like wonderful Balzac.


    I did not care for the porcelain woman as much as I had done at first. When I went to see her, I put on a clean shirt, brushed my hair, and tried to appear good-looking. In this I was hardly successful. I always hoped that, seeing my good looks, she would speak to me in a simple and friendly manner, without that fish-like smile on her frivolous face. But all she did was to smile and ask me in her sweet, tired voice:


    “Have you read it? Did you like it?”


    “No.”


    Slightly raising her eyebrows, she looked at me, and, drawing in her breath, spoke through her nose.


    “But why?”


    “I have read about all that before.”


    “Above what?”


    “About love.”


    Her eyes twinkled, as she burst out into her honeyed laugh.


    ““Ach, but you see all books are written about love!”


    Sitting in a big arm-chair, she swung her small feet, incased in fur slippers, to and fro, yawned, wrapped her blue dressing-gown around her, and drummed with her pink fingers on the cover of the book on her knee. I wanted to say to her:


    “Why don’t you leave this flat? The officers write letters to you, and laugh at you.”


    But I had not the audacity to say this, and went away, bearing with me a thick book on “Love,” a sad sense of disenchantment in my heart.


    They talked about this woman in the yard more evilly, derisively, and spitefully than ever. It offended me to hear these foul and, no doubt, lying stories. When I was away from her, I pitied the woman, and suffered for her; but when I was with her, and saw her small, sharp eyes, the cat-like flexibility of her small body, and that always frivolous face, pity and fear disappeared, vanished like smoke.


    In the spring she suddenly went away, and in a few days her husband moved to new quarters.


    While the rooms stood empty, awaiting a new tenant, I went to look at the bare walls, with their square patches where pictures had hung, bent nails, and wounds made by nails. Strewn about the stained floor were pieces of different-colored cloth, balls of paper, broken boxes from the chemist, empty scent-bottles. A large brass pin gleamed in one spot.


    All at once I felt sad and wished that I could see the tailor’s little wife once more to tell her how grateful I was to her.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER X


    
      
    


    BEFORE the departure of the tailor’s wife there had come to live under the flat occupied by my employers a black-eyed young lady, with her little girl and her mother, a gray-haired old woman, everlastingly smoking cigarettes in an amber mouthpiece. The young lady was very beautiful, imperious, and proud. She spoke in a pleasant, deep voice. She looked at every one with head held high and unblinking eyes, as if they were all far away from her, and she could hardly see them. Nearly every day her black soldier-servant, Tuphyaev, brought a thin-legged, brown horse to the steps of her flat. The lady came out in a long, steel-colored, velvet dress, wearing white gauntleted gloves and tan boots. Holding the train of her skirt and a whip with a lilac-colored stone in its handle in one hand, with the other little hand she lovingly stroked the horse’s muzzle. He fixed his great eyes upon her, trembling all over, and softly trampled the soaked ground under his hoofs.


    “Robaire, Robaire,” she said in a low voice, and patted the beautiful, arched neck of the steed with a firm hand.


    Then setting her foot on the knee of Tuphyaev, she sprang lightly into the saddle, and the horse, prancing proudly, went through the gateway. She sat in the saddle as easily as if she were part of it. She was beautiful with that rare kind of beauty which always seems new and wonderful, and always fills the heart with an intoxicating joy. When I looked at her I thought that Diana of Poitiers, Queen Margot, the maiden La Valliere, and other beauties, heroines of historical novels, were like her.


    She was constantly surrounded by the officers of the division which was stationed in the town, and in the evenings they used to visit her, and play the piano, violin, guitar, and dance and sing. The most frequent of her visitors was Major Olessov, who revolved about her on his short legs, stout, red-faced, gray-haired, and as greasy as an engineer on a steamboat. He played the guitar well, and bore himself as the humble, devoted servant of the lady.


    As radiantly beautiful as her mother was the little five-year-old, curly-haired, chubby girl. Her great, dark-blue eyes looked about her gravely, calmly expectant, and there was an air of thoughtfulness about her which was not at all childish.


    Her grandmother was occupied with housekeeping from morning to night, with the help of Tuphyaev, a morose, taciturn man, and a fat, cross-eyed housemaid. There was no nursemaid, and the little girl lived almost without any notice being taken of her, playing about all day on the front steps or on a heap of planks near them. I often went out to play with her in the evenings, for I was very fond of her. She soon became used to me, and would fall asleep in my arms while I was telling her a story. When this happened, I used to carry her to bed. Before long it came about that she would not go to sleep, when she was put to bed, unless I went to say good night to her. When I went to her, she would hold out her plump hand with a grand air and say:


    “Good-by till tomorrow. Grandmother, how ought I to say it?”


    “God preserve you!” said the grandmother, blowing a cloud of dark-blue smoke from her mouth and thin nose.


    “God preserve you till tomorrow! And now I am going to sleep,” said the little girl, rolling herself up in the bedclothes, which were trimmed with lace.


    The grandmother corrected her.


    “Not till tomorrow, but for always.”


    “But doesn’t tomorrow mean for always?”


    She loved the word “tomorrow,” and whatever pleased her specially she carried forward into the future. She would stick into the ground flowers that had been plucked or branches that had been broken by the wind, and say:


    “Tomorrow this will be a garden.”


    “Tomorrow, some time, I shall buy myself a horse, and ride on horseback like mother.”


    She was a clever child, but not very lively, and would often break off in the midst of a merry game to become thoughtful, or ask unexpectedly:


    “Why do priests have hair like women?”


    If she stung herself with nettles, she would shake her finger at them, saying:


    “You wait! I shall pray God to do something vewy bady to you. God can do bad things to every one; He can even punish mama.” Sometimes a soft, serious melancholy descended upon her. She would press close to me, gazing up at the sky with her blue, expectant eyes, and say:


    “Sometimes grandmother is cross, but mama never; she on’y laughs. Every one loves her, because she never has any time. People are always coming to see her and to look at her because she is so beautiful. She is ‘ovely, mama is. ‘Oseph says so— ‘ovely!”


    I loved to listen to her, for she spoke of a world of which I knew nothing. She spoke willingly and often about her mother, and a new life gradually opened out before me. I was again reminded of Queen Margot, which deepened my faith in books and also my interest in life. One day when I was sitting on the steps waiting for my people, who had gone for a walk, and the little girl had dozed off in my arms, her mother rode up on horseback, sprang lightly to the ground, and, throwing back her head, asked:


    “What, is she asleep?”


    “Yes.”


    “That’s right.”


    The soldier Tuphyaev came running to her and took the horse. She stuck her whip into her belt and, holding out her arms, said:


    “Give her to me!”


    “I’ll carry her in myself.”


    “Come on!” cried the lady, as if I had been a horse, and she stamped her foot on the step.


    The little girl woke up, blinking, and, seeing her mother, held out her arms to her. They went away.


    I was used to being shouted at, but I did not like this lady to shout at me. She had only to give an order quietly, and every one obeyed her.


    In a few minutes the cross-eyed maid came out for me. The little girl was naughty, and would not go to sleep without saying good night.


    It was not without pride in my bearing toward the mother that I entered the drawing-room, where the little girl was sitting on the knees of her mother, who was deftly undressing her.


    “Here he is,” she said. “He has come — this monster.”


    “He is not a monster, but my boy.”


    “Really? Very good. Well, you would like to give something to your boy, wouldn’t you?”


    “Yes, I should.”


    “A good idea! I will see to it, and you will go to bed.”


    “Good-by till tomorrow,” said the little girl, holding out her hand to me. “God preserve you till to — morrow!”


    The lady exclaimed in surprise:


    “Who taught you to say that? Grandmother?’


    “Ye-es.”


    When the child had left the room the lady beckoned to me.


    “What shall we give you?”


    I told her that I did not want anything; but could she let me have a book to read?


    She lifted my chin with her warm, scented fingers, and asked, with a pleasant smile:


    “So you are fond of reading? Yes; what books have you read?”


    When she smiled she looked more beautiful than ever. I confusedly told her the names of several books.


    “What did you find to like in them?” she asked, laying her hand on the table and moving her fingers slightly.


    A strong, sweet smell of some sort of flowers came from her, mixed with the odor of horse-sweat. She looked at me through her long eyelashes, thoughtfully grave. No one had ever looked at me like that before.


    The room was packed as tightly as a bird’s nest with beautiful, soft furniture. The windows were covered with thick green curtains; the snowy white tiles of the stove gleamed in the half-light; beside the stove shone the glossy surface of a black piano; and from the walls, in dull-gold frames, looked dark writings in large Russian characters. Under each writing hung a large dark seal by a cord. Everything about her looked at that woman as humbly and timidly as I did.


    I explained to her as well as I could that my life was hard and uninteresting and that reading helped me to forget it.


    “Yes; so that’s what it is,” she said, standing up. “It is not a bad idea, and, in fact, it is quite right. Well, what shall we do? I will get some books for you, but just now I have none. But wait! You can have this one.”


    She took a tattered book with a yellow cover from the couch.


    “When you have read this I will give you the second volume; there are four.”


    I went away with the “Secrets of Peterburg,” by Prince Meshtcheski, and began to read the book with great attention. But before I had read many pages I saw that the Peterburgian “secrets” were considerably less interesting than those of Madrid, Lon — don, or Paris. The only part which took my fancy was the fable of Svoboda (Liberty) and Palka (stick).


    “I am your superior,” said Svoboda, “because I am cleverer.”


    But Palka answered her:


    “No, it is I who am your superior, because I am stronger than you.”


    They disputed and disputed and fought about it. Palka beat Svoboda, and, if I remember rightly, Svoboda died in the hospital as the result of her injuries.


    There was some talk of nihilists in this book. I remember that, according to Prince Meshtcheski, a ni — hilist was such a poisonous person that his very glance would kill a fowl. What he wrote about nihilists struck me as being offensive and rude, but I un derstood nothing else, and fell into a state of melan — choly. It was evident that I could not appreciate good books; for I was convinced that it was a good book. Such a great and beautiful lady could never read bad books.


    “Well, did you like it?” she asked me when I took back the yellow novel by Meshtcheski.


    I found it very hard to answer no; I thought it would make her angry. But she only laughed, and going behind the portiere which led into her sleeping-chamber, brought back a little volume in a binding of dark — blue morocco leather.


    “You will like this one, only take care not to soil it.”


    This was a volume of Pushkin’s poems. I read all of them at once, seizing upon them with a feeling of greed such as I experienced whenever I happened to visit a beautiful place that I had never seen before. I always tried to run all over it at once. It was like roaming over mossy hillocks in a marshy wood, and suddenly seeing spread before one a dry plain covered with flowers and bathed in sunrays. For a second one gazes upon it enchanted, and then one begins to race about happily, and each contact of one’s feet with the soft growth of the fertile earth sends a thrill of joy through one.


    Pushkin had so surprised me with the simplicity and music of poetry that for a long time prose seemed unnatural to me, and it did not come easy to read it. The prologue to “Ruslan” reminded me of grandmother’s best stories, all wonderfully compressed into one, and several lines amazed me by their striking truth.


    There, by ways which few observe, Are the trails of invisible wild creatures.


    I repeated these wonderful words in my mind, and I could see those footpaths so familiar to me, yet hardly visible to the average being. I saw the mysterious footprints which had pressed down the grass, which had not had time to shake off the drops of dew, as heavy as mercury. The full, sounding lines of poetry were easily remembered. They adorned everything of which they spoke as if for a festival. They made me happy, my life easy and pleasant. The verses rang out like bells heralding me into a new life. What happiness it was to be educated!


    The magnificent stories of Pushkin touched me more closely, and were more intelligible to me than anything I had read. When I had read them a few times I knew them by heart, and when I went to bed I whispered the verses to myself, with my eyes closed, until I fell asleep. Very often I told these stories to the orderlies, who listened and laughed, and abused me jokingly. Sidorov stroked my head and said softly:


    “That’s fine, isn’t it? O Lord—”


    The awakening which had come to me was noticed by my employers. The old lady scolded me.


    “You read too much, and you have not cleaned the samovar for four days, you young monkey! I shall have to take the rolling-pin to you—”


    What did I care for the rolling-pin? I took refuge in verses.


    Loving black evil with all thy heart, O old witch that thou art!


    The lady rose still higher in my esteem. See what books she read! She was not like the tailor’s porcelain wife.


    When I took back the book, and handed it to her with regret, she said in a tone which invited confidence:


    “Did you like it? Had you heard of Pushkin before?”


    I had read something about the poet in one of the newspapers, but I wanted her to tell me about him, so I said that I had never heard of him.


    Then she briefly told me the life and death of Pushkin, and asked, smiling like a spring day:


    “Do you see how dangerous it is to love women?”


    All the books I had read had shown me it was really dangerous, but also pleasant, so I said:


    “It is dangerous, yet every one falls in love. And women suffer for love, too.”


    She looked at me, as she looked at every one, through her lashes, and said gravely:


    “You think so? You understand that? Then the best thing I can wish you is that you may not forget it.”


    And then she asked me what verses I liked best.


    I began to repeat some from memory, with gesticulations. She listened silently and gravely, then rose, and, walking up and down the room, said thoughtfully:


    “We shall have to have you taught, my little wild animal. I must think about it.,Your employers — are they relatives of yours?”


    When I answered in the affirmative she exclaimed: “Oh!” as if she blamed me for it.


    She gave me “The Songs of Beranger,” a special edition with engravings, gilt edges, and a red leather binding. These songs made me feel giddy, with their strange mixture of bitter grief and boisterous happiness.


    With a cold chill at my heart I read the bitter words of “The Old Beggar.”


    Homeless worm, have I disturbed you?


    Crush me under your feet!


    Why be pitiful? Crush me quickly!


    Why is it that you have never taught me,


    Nor given me an outlet for my energy?


    From the grub an ant might have come.


    I might have died in the love of my fellows.


    But dying as an old tramp,


    I shall be avenged on the world!


    And directly after this I laughed till I cried over the “Weeping Husband.” I remembered especially the words of Beranger:


    A happy science of life


    Is not hard for the simple.


    Beranger aroused me to moods of joyfulness, to a desire to be saucy, and to say something rude to people, — rude, sharp words. In a very short time I had become proficient in this art. His verses I learned by heart, and recited them with pleasure to the orderlies, running into the kitchen, where they sat for a few minutes at a time.


    But I soon had to give this up because the lines,


    But such a hat is not becoming To a young girl of seventeen, gave rise to an offensive conversation about girls that made me furiously disgusted, and I hit the soldier Ermokhin over the head with a saucepan. Sidorov and the other orderlies tore me away from his clumsy hands, but I made up my mind from that time to go no more to the officers’ kitchen.


    I was not allowed to walk about the streets. In fact, there was no time for it, since the work had so increased. Now, in addition to my usual duties as housemaid, yardman, and errand-boy, I had to nail calico to wide boards, fasten the plans thereto, and copy calculations for my master’s architectural work. I also had to verify the contractor’s accounts, for my master worked from morning to night, like a machine.


    At that time the public buildings of the Yarmarka were private property. Rows of shops were built very rapidly, and my master had the contracts for the reconstruction of old shops and the erection of new ones. He drew up plans for the rebuilding of vaults, the throwing out of a dormer-window, and such changes. I took the plans to an old architect, together with an envelop in which was hidden paper money to the value of twenty-five rubles. The architect took the money, and wrote under the plans: “The plans are correct, and the inspection of the work has been performed by me. Imraik.” As a matter of fact, he had not seen the original of the plans, and he could not inspect the work, as he was always obliged to stay at home by reason of his malady.


    I used to take bribes to the inspector of the Yarmarka and to other necessary people, from whom I re — ceived what the master called papers, which permitted all kinds of illegalities. For this service I obtained the right to wait for my employers at the door on the front steps when they went out to see their friends in the evenings. This did not often happen, but when it did, they never returned until after midnight. I used to sit at the top of the steps, or on the heap of planks opposite them, for hours, looking into the windows of my lady’s flat, thirstily listening to the gay conversation and the music.


    The windows were open. Through the curtains and the screen of flowers I could see the fine figures of officers moving about the room. The rotund major waddled about, and she floated about, dressed with astonishing simplicity, but beautifully.


    In my own mind I called her “Queen Margot.”


    “This is the gay life that they write about in French books,” I thought, looking in at the window. And I always felt rather sad about it. A childish jealousy made it painful for me to see “Queen Margot” surrounded by men, who buzzed about her like bees over flowers.


    Her least-frequent visitor was a tall, unhappy-looking officer, with a furrowed brow and deep-sunken eyes, who always brought his violin with him and played marvelously — so marvelously that the passers-by used to stop under the window, and all the dwellers in the street used to gather round. Even my employers, if they happened to be at home, would open the window, listen, and praise. I never remember their praising any one else except the subdeacon of the cathedral, and I knew that a fish-pie was more pleasing to them than any kind of music.


    Sometimes this officer sang, or recited verses in a muffled voice, sighing strangely and pressing his hand to his brow. Once when I was playing under the window with the little girl and “Queen Margot” asked him to sing, he refused for a long time. Then he said clearly:


    “Only a song has need of beauty, While beauty has no need of songs.”


    I thought these lines were lovely, and for some reason I felt sorry for the officer.


    What I liked best was to look at my lady when she sat at the piano, alone in the room, and played. Music intoxicated me, and I could see nothing but the window, and beyond that, in the yellow light of the lamp, the finely formed figure of the woman, with her haughty profile and her white hands hovering like birds over the keys. I gazed at her, listened to the plaintive music, and dreamed. If I could find some treasure, I would give it all to her, so that she should be rich. If I had been Skobelev, I would have declared war on the Turks again. I would have taken money for ransoms, and built a house for her on the Otkossa, the best site in the whole town, and made her a present of it. If only she would leave this street, where every one talked offensively about her. The neighbors, the servants belonging to our yard, and my employers more than all spoke about “Queen Margot” as evilly and spitefully as they had talked about the tailor’s wife, though more cautiously, with lowered voices, and looking about them as they spoke.


    They were afraid of her, probably because she was the widow of a very distinguished man. The writings on the walls of her rooms, too, were privileges be — stowed on her husband’s ancestors by the old Russian emperors Goudonov, Alexei, and Peter the Great. This was told me by the soldier Tuphyaev, a man of education, who was always reading the gospels. Or it may have been that people were afraid lest she should thrash them with her whip with the lilac-colored stone in the handle. It was said that she had once struck a person of position with it.


    But words — uttered under the breath are no better than words uttered aloud. My lady lived in a cloud of enmity — an enmity which I could not understand and which, tormented me.


    Now that I knew there was another life; that there were different people, feelings, and ideas, this house and all its tenants aroused in me a feeling of disgust that oppressed me more and more. It was entangled in the meshes of a dirty net of disgraceful tittle-tattle, there was not a single person in it of whom evil was not spoken. The regimental chaplain, though he was ill and miserable, had a reputation for being a drunkard and a rake; the officers and their wives were living, according to my employers, in a state of sin; the soldiers’ conversation about women, which ran on the same lines, had become repulsive to me. But my employers disgusted me most of all. I knew too well the real value of their favorite amusement, namely, the merciless judgment of other people. Watching and com menting on the crimes of others was the only amuse — ment in which they could indulge without paying for it. They amused themselves by putting those about them verbally on the rack, and, as it were, revenged themselves on others because they lived so piously, laboriously, and uninterestingly themselves.


    When they spoke vilely about “Queen Margot” I was seized by a convulsion of feeling which was not childish at all. My heart swelled with hatred for the backbiters. I was overcome by an irresistible desire to do harm to every one, to be insolent, and sometimes a flood of tormenting pity for myself and every one else swept over me. That dumb pity was more painful than hatred.


    I knew more about my queen than they did, and I was always afraid that they would find out what I knew.


    On Sundays, when my employers had gone to the cathedral for high mass, I used to go to her the first thing in the morning. She would call me into her bedroom, and I sat in a small armchair, upholstered in gold-colored silk, with the little girl on my knee, and told the mother about the books I had read. She lay in a wide bed, with her cheek resting on her small hands, which were clasped together. Her body was hidden under a counterpane, gold in color, like everything else in the bedroom; her dark hair lay in a plait over her swarthy shoulder and her breast, and sometimes fell over the side of the bed till it touched the floor.


    As she listened to me she looked into my face with her soft eyes and a hardly perceptible smile and said:


    “That’s right.”


    Even her kind smile was, in my eyes, the condescending smile of a queen. She spoke in a deep, tender voice, and it seemed to me that it said always:


    “I know that I am immeasurably above all other people; no one of them is necessary to me.”


    Sometimes I found her before her mirror, sitting in a low chair and doing her hair, the ends of which lay on her knees, over the arms, and back of the chair, and fell almost to the floor. Her hair was as long and thick as grandmother’s. She put on her stockings in my presence, but her clean nudity aroused in me no feeling of shame. I had only a joyful feeling of pride in her. A flowerlike smell always came from her, protecting her from any evil thoughts concerning her.


    I felt sure that the love of the kitchen and the pantry was unknown to Queen Margot. She knew something different, a higher joy, a different kind of love.


    But one day, late in the afternoon, on going into her drawing-room, I heard from the bedroom the ringing laugh of the lady of my heart. A masculine voice said:


    “Wait a minute! Good Lord! I can’t believe—” I ought to have gone away. I knew that, but I could not.


    “Who is that?” she asked. “You? Come in!” The bedroom was heavy with the odor of flowers. It was darkened, for the curtains were drawn. Queen Margot lay in bed, with the bedclothes drawn up to her chin, and beside her, against the wall, sat, clad only in his shirt, with his chest bared, the officer violinist. On his breast was a scar which lay like a red streak from the right shoulder to the nipple and was so vivid that even in the half-light I could see it distinctly. The hair of the officer was ruffled comically, and for the first time I saw a smile on his sad, furrowed countenance. He was smiling strangely. His large, feminine eyes looked at the “queen” as if it were the first time he had gazed upon her beauty.


    “This is my friend,” said Queen Margot. I did not know whether she were referring to me or to him.


    “What are you looking so frightened about?” I heard her voice as if from a distance. “Come here.”


    When I went to her she placed her hands on my bare neck and said:


    “You will grow up and you will be happy. Go along!”


    I put the book on the shelf, took another, and went away as best I could.


    Something seemed to grate in my heart. Of course I did not think for a moment that my queen loved as other women nor did the officer give me reason to think so. I saw his face before me, with that smile. He was smiling for joy, like a child who has been pleasantly surprised, and his sad face was wonderfully transfigured. He had to love her. Could any one not love her? And she also had cause to bestow her love upon him generously. He played so wonderfully, and could quote poetry so touchingly.


    But the very fact that I had to find these consolations showed me clearly that all was not well with my attitude toward what I had seen or even toward Queen Margot herself. I felt that I had lost something, and I lived for several days in a state of deep dejection. One day I was turbulently and recklessly insolent, and when I went to my lady for a book, she said to me sternly:


    “You seem to be a desperate character from what I have heard. I did not know that.”


    I could not endure this, and I began to explain how nauseating I found the life I had to lead, and how hard it was for me to hear people speaking ill of her. Standing in front of me, with her hand on my shoulder, she listened at first attentively and seriously; but soon she was laughing and pushing me away from her gently.


    “That will do; I know all about it. Do you understand? I know.”


    Then she took both my hands and said to me very tenderly:


    “The less attention you pay to all that, the better for you. You wash your hands very badly.”


    She need not have said this. If she had had to clean the brasses, and wash the floor and the dirty cloths, her hands would not have been any better than mine, I think.


    “When a person knows how to live, he is slandered; they are jealous of him. And if he doesn’t know how to live, they despise him,” she said thoughtfully, drawing me to her, and looking into my eyes with a smile. “Do you love me?”


    “Yes.”


    “Very much?”


    “Yes.”


    “But how?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Thank you! You are a good boy. I like people to love me.” She smiled, looked as if she were going to say something more, but remained silent, still keeping me in her arms. “Come oftener to see me; come whenever you can.”


    I took advantage of this, and she did me a lot of good. After dinner my employers used to lie down, and I used to run downstairs. If she was at home, I would stay with her for an hour and sometimes even longer.


    “You must read Russian books; you must know all about Russian life.”


    She taught me, sticking hair-pins into her fragrant hair with rosy fingers. And she enumerated the Russian authors, adding:


    “Will you remember them?”


    She often said thoughtfully, and with an air of slight vexation:


    “We must have you taught, and I am always forgetting. Ach, my God!”


    After sitting with her, I ran downstairs with a new book in my hands, feeling as if I had been washed inside.


    I had already read Aksakov’s “Family Chronicle,” the glorious Russian poem “In the Forests,” the amazing “Memoirs of a Hunter,” several volumes of Greb — enkov and Solugub, and the poetry of Venevitinov, Odoevski, and Tutchev. These books laved my soul, washing away the husks of barren and bitter reality. I felt that these were good books, and realized that they were indispensable to me. One result of reading them was that I gained a firm conviction that I was not alone in the world, and the fact that I should not be lost took root in my soul.


    When grandmother came to see me I used to tell her joyfully about Queen Margot, and she, taking a pinch of snuff with great enjoyment, said heartily:


    Well, well; that is very nice. You see, there are plenty of good people about. You only have to look for them, and then you will find them.”


    And one day she suggested:


    “How would it be if I went to her and said thank you for what she does for you?”


    “No; it is better not.”


    “Well, if you don’t want me to Lord! Lord! how good it all is! I would like to go on living for ever and ever!”


    Queen Margot never carried out her project of having me taught, for an unpleasant affair happened on the feast of the Holy Trinity that nearly ruined me.


    Not long before the holiday my eyelids became terribly swollen, and my eyes were quite closed up. My employers were afraid that I should go blind, and I also was afraid. They took me to the well-known doctor, Genrikh Rodzevich, who lanced my eyelids and for days I lay with my eyes bandaged, in tormenting, black misery. The day before the feast of the Trinity my bandages were taken off, and I walked about once more, feeling as if I had come back from a grave in which I had been laid alive. Nothing can be more terrible than to lose one’s sight. It is an unspeakable injury which takes away a hundred worlds from a man.


    The joyful day of the Holy Trinity arrived, and, as an invalid, I was off duty from noon and went to the kitchen to pay a visit to the orderlies. All of them, even the strict Tuphyaev, were drunk, and toward evening Ermokhin struck Sidorov on the head with a block of wood. The latter fell senseless to the ground, and Ermokhin, terrified, ran out to the causeway.


    An alarming rumor that Sidorov had been murdered soon spread over the yard. People gathered on the steps and looked at the soldier stretched motionless across the threshold. There were whispers that the police ought to be sent for, but no one went to fetch them, and no one could be persuaded to touch the soldier.


    Then the washerwoman Natalia Kozlovski, in a new, blue frock, with a white neckerchief, appeared on the scene. She pushed the people aside angrily, went into the entrance passage, squatted down, and said loudly:


    “Fools! He is alive! Give me some water!”


    They began to protest.


    “Don’t meddle with what is not your business!”


    “Water, I tell you!” she cried, as if there were a fire. She lifted her new frock over her knees in a businesslike manner, spread out her underskirt, and laid the soldier’s bleeding head on her knees.


    The crowd dispersed, disapproving and fearful.


    In the dim light of the passage I could see the eyes of the washerwoman full of tears, flashing angrily in her white, round face. I took her a pail of water, and she ordered me to throw it over the head and breast of Sidorov with the caution:


    “Don’t spill it over me. I am going to pay a visit to some friends.”


    The soldier came to himself, opened his dull eyes, and moaned.


    “Lift him up,” said Natalia, holding him under the armpits with her hands outstretched lest he should soil her frock. We carried the soldier into the kitchen and laid him on the bed. She wiped his face with a wet cloth, and went away, saying:


    “Soak the cloth in water and hold it to his head. I will go and find that fool. Devils! I suppose they won’t be satisfied until they have drunk themselves into prison.”


    She went out, after slipping her soiled under-petticoat to the floor, flinging it into a corner and carefully smoothing out her rustling, crumpled frock.


    Sidorov stretched himself, hiccupped, sighed. Warm drops of thick blood fell on my bare feet from his head. This was unpleasant, but I was too frightened to move my feet away from those drops.


    It was bitter. The sun shone festively out in the yard; the steps of the houses and the gate were decorated with young birch; to each pedestal were tied freshly cut branches of maple and mountain ash. The whole street was gay with foliage; everything was young, new. Ever since the morning I had felt that the spring holiday had come to stay, and that it had made life cleaner, brighter, and happier.


    The soldier was sick. The stifling odor of warm vodka and green onion filled the kitchen. Against the window were pressed dull, misty, broad faces, with flattened noses, and hands held against their cheeks, which made them look hideous.


    The soldier muttered as he recollected himself:


    “What happened to me? Did I fall, Ermokhin? Go-o-od comrade!” Then he began to cough, wept drunken tears, and groaned, “My little sister! my little sister!”


    He stood up, tottering, wet. He staggered, and, falling back heavily upon the bed, said, rolling his eyes strangely:


    “They have quite killed me!”


    This struck me as funny.


    “What the devil are you laughing at?” he asked, looking at me dully. “What is there to laugh at? I am killed forever!”


    He began to hit out at me with both hands, muttering:


    “The first time was that of Elias the prophet; the second time, St. George on his steed; the third — Don’t come near me! Go away, wolf!”


    “Don’t be a fool!” I said.


    He became absurdly angry, roared, and stamped his feet.


    “I am killed, and you—”


    With his heavy, slow, dirty hand he struck me in the eyes. I set up a howl, and blindly made for the yard, where I ran into Natalia leading Ermokhin by the arm, crying: “Come along, horse! What is the matter with you?” she asked, catching hold of me.


    “He has come to himself.”


    “Come to himself, eh?” she drawled in amazement. And drawing Ermokhin along, she said, “Well, werwolf, you may thank your God for this!”


    I washed my eyes with water, and, looking through the door of the passage, saw the soldiers make their peace, embracing each other and crying. Then they both tried to embrace Natalia, but she hit out at them, shouting:


    “Take your paws off me, curs! What do you take me for? Make haste and get to sleep before your masters come home, or there will be trouble for you!”


    She made them lie down as if they were little children, the one on the floor, the other on the pallet — bed, and when they began to snore, came out into the porch.


    “I am in a mess, and I was dressed to go out visiting, too! Did he hit you”? What a fool! That’s what it does — vodka! Don’t drink, little fellow, never drink.”


    Then I sat on the bench at the gate with her, and asked how it was that she was not afraid of drunken people.


    “I am not afraid of sober people, either. If they come near me, this is what they get!” She showed me her tightly clenched, red list. “My dead husband was also given to drink too much, and once when he was drunk I tied his hands and feet. When he had slept it off, I gave him a birching for his health. ‘Don’t drink; don’t get drunk when you are married,’ I said. ‘Your wife should be your amusement, and not vodka.’ Yes, I scolded him until I was tired, and after that he was like wax in my hands.”


    “You are strong,” I said, remembering the woman Eve, who deceived even God Himself.


    Natalia replied, with a sigh:


    “A woman needs more strength than a man. She has to have strength enough for two, and God has bestowed it upon her. Man is an unstable creature.”


    She spoke calmly, without malice, sitting with her arms folded over her large bosom, resting her back against the fence, her eyes fixed sadly on the dusty gutter full of rubbish. Listening to her clever talk, I forgot all about the time. Suddenly I saw my master coming along arm in arm with the mistress. They were walking slowly, pompously, like a turkey-cock with his hen, and, looking at us attentively, said something to each other.


    I ran to open the front door for them, and as she came up the steps the mistress said to me, venomously:


    “So you are courting the washerwoman? Are you learning to carry on with ladies of that low class?”


    This was so stupid that it did not even annoy me but I felt offended when the master said, laughing:


    “What do you expect? It is time.”


    The next morning when I went into the shed for the wood I found an empty purse, in the square hole which was made for the hook of the door. As I had seen it many times in the hands of Sidorov I took it to him at once.


    “Where is the money gone?” he asked, feeling inside the purse with his fingers. “Thirty rubles there were! Give them here!”


    His head was enveloped in a turban formed of a towel. Looking yellow and wasted, he blinked at me angrily with his swollen eyes, and refused to believe that I had found the purse empty.


    Ermokhin came in and backed him up, shaking his head at me.


    “It is he who has stolen it. Take him to his master. Soldiers do not steal from soldiers.”


    These words made me think that he had stolen the money himself and had thrown the purse into my shed. I called out to his face, without hesitation:


    “Liar! You stole it yourself!”


    I was convinced that I had guessed right when I saw his wooden face drawn crooked with fear and rage. As he writhed, he cried shrilly:


    “Prove it!”


    How could I prove it? Ermokhin dragged me, with a shout, across the yard. Sidorov followed us, also shouting. Several people put their heads out of the windows. The mother of Queen Margot looked on, smoking calmly. I realized that I had fallen in the esteem of my lady, and I went mad.


    I remember the soldiers dragging me by the arms and my employers standing before them, sympathetically agreeing with them, as they listened to the com plaint. Also the mistress saying:


    “Of course he took it! He was courting the washerwoman at the gate last evening, and he must have had some money. No one gets anything from her without money.”


    “That’s true,” cried Ermokhin.


    I was swept off my feet, consumed by a wild rage. I began to abuse the mistress, and was soundly beaten.


    But it was not so much the beating which tortured me as the thought of what my Queen Margot was now thinking of me. How should I ever set myself right in her eyes? Bitter were my thoughts in that dreadful time. I did not strangle myself only because I had not the time to do so.


    Fortunately for me, the soldiers spread the story over the whole yard, the whole street, and in the evening, as I lay in the attic, I heard the loud voice of Natalia Kozlovski below.


    “No! Why should I hold my tongue? No, my dear fellow, get away! Get along with you! Go away, I say! If you don’t, I will go to your gentleman, and he will give you something!”


    I felt at once that this noise was about me. She was shouting near our steps; her voice rang out loudly and triumphantly.


    “How much money did you show me yesterday? Where did you get it from? Tell us!”


    Holding my breath with joy, I heard Sidorov drawl sadly:


    “Ate, aze! Ermokhin—”


    “And the boy has had the blame for it? He has been beaten for it, eh?”


    I felt like running down to the yard, dancing there for joy, kissing the washerwoman out of gratitude; but at that moment, apparently from the window, my mistress cried:


    “The boy was beaten because he was insolent. No one believed that he was a thief except you, you slut!”


    “Slut yourself, madam! You are nothing better than a cow, if you will permit me to say so.”


    I listened to this quarrel as if it were music. My heart burned with hot tears of self-pity, and gratitude to Natalia. I held my breath in the effort to keep them back.


    Then the master came slowly up to the attic, sat on a projecting beam near me, and said, smoothing his hair:


    “Well, brother Pyeshkov, and so you had nothing to do with it?”


    I turned my face away without speaking.


    “All the same, your language was hideous,” he went on. I announced quietly:


    “As soon as I can get up I shall leave you.”


    He sat on in silence, smoking a cigarette. Looking fixedly at its end, he said in a low voice:


    “What of it? That is your business. You are not a little boy any longer; you must look about and see what is the best thing for yourself.”


    Then he went away. As usual, I felt sorry for him.


    Four days after this I left that house. I had a passionate desire to say good-by to Queen Margot, but I had not the audacity to go to her, though I confess I thought that she would have sent for me herself.


    When I bade good-by to the little girl I said:


    “Tell your mother that I thank her very much, will you?”


    “Yes, I will,” she promised, and she smiled lovingly and tenderly. “Good-by till tomorrow, eh? Yes?”


    I met her again twenty years later, married to an officer in the gendarmerie.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XI


    
      
    


    ONCE more I became a washer-up on a steamboat, the Perm, a boat as white as a swan, spacious, and swift. This time I was a “black” washer-up, or a “kitchen man.” I received seven rubles a month, and my duties were to help the cook.


    The steward, stout and bloated, was as bald as a billiard-ball. He walked heavily up and down the deck all day long with his hands clasped behind his back, like a boar looking for a shady corner on a sultry day. His wife flaunted herself in the buffet. She was a woman of about forty, handsome, but faded, and so thickly powdered that her colored dress was covered with the white, sticky dust that fell from her cheeks.


    The kitchen was ruled over by an expensive cook, Ivan Ivanovich, whose surname was Medvyejenok. He was a small, stout man, with an aquiline nose and mocking eyes. He was a coxcomb, wore starched collars, and shaved every day. His cheeks were dark blue, and his dark mustaches curled upward. He spent all his spare moments in the arrangement of these mustaches, pulling at them with fingers stained by his work at the stove, and looking at them in a small hand-glass.


    The most interesting person on the boat was the stoker, Yaakov Shumov, a broad-chested, square man. His snub-nosed face was as smooth as a spade; his coffee-colored eyes were hidden under thick eyebrows; his cheeks were covered with small, bristling hairs, like the moss which is found in marshes; and the same sort of hair, through which he could hardly pass his crooked fingers, formed a close-fitting cap for his head.


    He was skilful in games of cards for money, and his greed was amazing. He was always hanging about the kitchen like a hungry dog, asking for pieces of meat and bones. In the evenings he used to take his tea with Medvyejenok and relate amazing stories about himself. In his youth he had been assistant to the town shepherd of Riazin. Then a passing monk lured him into a monastery, where he served for four years.


    “And I should have become a monk, a black star of God,” he said in his quick, comical way, “if a pilgrim had not come to our cloister from Penza. She was very entertaining, and she upset me. ‘Eh, you ‘re a fine strong fellow,’ says she, ‘and I am a respectable widow and lonely. You shall come to me,’ she says. ‘I have my own house, and I deal in eider-down and feathers.’ That suited me, and I went to her. I became her lover, and lived with her as comfortably as warm bread in a oven, for three years.”


    “You lie hardily,” Medvyejenok interrupted him, anxiously examining a pimple on his nose. “If lies could make money, you would be worth thousands.”


    Yaakov hummed. The blue, bristling hairs moved on his impassive face, and his shaggy mustaches quivered. After he had heard the cook’s remark he con tinued as calmly and quickly as before:


    “She was older than I, and she began to bore me. Then I must go and take up with her niece, and she found it out, and turned me out by the scruff of the neck.”


    “And served you right, you did not deserve anything better,” said the cook as easily and smoothly as Yaakov himself.


    The stoker went on, with a lump of sugar in his check:


    “I was at a loose end till I came across an old Volodimerzian peddler. Together we wandered all over the world. We went to the Balkan Hills to Turkey itself, to Rumania, and to Greece, to different parts of Austria. We visited every nation. Wherever there were likely to be buyers, there we went, and sold our goods.”


    “And stole others?” asked the cook, gravely.


    “No! no!” the old man said to me. “You must act honestly in a strange land, for they are so strict here, it is said, that they will cut off your head for a mere nothing.’ It is true that I did try to steal, but the result was not at all consoling. I managed to get a horse away from the yard of a certain merchant, but I had done no more than that when they caught me, knocked me about, and dragged me to the police station. There were two of us. The other was a real horse-stealer, but I did it only for the fun of the thing. But I had been working at the merchant’s house, putting in a new stove for his bath, and the merchant fell ill, and had bad dreams about me, which alarmed him, so that he begged the magistrate, ‘Let him go,’ — that was me, you know,— ‘let him go; for I have had dreams about him, and if you don’t let him off, you will never be well. It is plain that he is a wizard.’ That was me, if you please — a wizard! However, the merchant was a person of influence, and they let me go.”


    “I should not have let you go. I should have let you lie in water for three days to wash the foolery out of you,” said the cook.


    Yaakov instantly seized upon his words.


    “True, there is a lot of folly about me, and that is the fact — enough folly for a whole village.”


    Thrusting his fingers into his tight collar, the cook angrily dragged it up, and complained in a tone of vexation:


    “Fiddlesticks! How a villain like you can live, gorge himself, drink, and stroll about the world, beats me. I should like to know what use you are.”


    Munching, the stoker, answered:


    “I don’t know myself. I live, and that is all I •can say about it. One man lies down, and another walks about. A chinovnik leads a sedentary life, but every one must eat.”


    The cook was more incensed than ever.


    “You are such a swine that you are absolutely unbearable. Really, pigs’ food—”


    “What are you in such a rage about?” asked Yaakov, surprised. “All men are acorns from the same oak. But don’t you abuse me. It won’t make me any better, you know.”


    This man attracted me and held me at once. I gazed at him with unbounded astonishment, and listened to him with open mouth. I had an idea that he possessed a deep knowledge of life. He said “thou” to every one, looked at every one from under his bushy brows with the same straight and independent glance, and treated every one — the captain, the steward, and the first-class passengers, who were very haughty — as if they were the equals of himself, the sailors, the waiters, and the deck passengers.


    Sometimes he stood before the captain or the chief engineer, with his ape-like hands clasped behind his back, and listened while they scolded him for laziness, or for having unscrupulously won money at cards. He listened, but it was evident that scolding made not the slightest impression upon him, and that the threats to put him off the boat at the first stopping-place did not frighten him. There was something alien about him, as there had been about “Good Business.” Evidently he was aware of his own peculiari — ties and of the fact that people could not understand him.


    I never once knew this man to be offended, and, when I think of it, do not remember that he was ever silent for long. From his rough mouth and, as it were, despite himself, a stream of words always flowed. When he was being scolded or when he was listening to some interesting story, his lips moved just as if he were repeating what he heard to himself or simply continued speaking quietly to himself. Every day, when he had finished his watch, he climbed out of the stoke-hole, barefooted, sweating, smeared with naphtha, in a wet shirt without a belt, showing his bare chest covered with thick, curly hair, and that very minute his even, monotonous, deep voice could be heard across the deck. His words followed one another like drops of rain.


    “Good morning. Mother! Where are you going? To Chistopol? I know it; I have been there. I lived in the house of a rich Tatar workman; his name was Usan Gubaildulin. The old man had three wives. A robust man he was, with a red face, and one of his wives was young. An amu-u-sing little Tatar girl she was.”


    He had been everywhere, and apparently had committed sin with all the women who had crossed his path. He spoke of every one without malice, calmly, as he had never in his life been hurt or scolded. In a few minutes his voice would be heard in the stem.


    “Good people, who will have a game of cards? Just a little flutter, ei? Cards are a consolation. You can make money sitting down, a profitable undertaking.”


    I noticed that he hardly ever said that anything was good, bad, or abominable, but always that it was amusing, consoling, or curious. A beautiful woman was to him an amusing little female. A fine sunny day was a consoling little day. But more often than anything else he said:


    “I spit upon it!”


    He was looked upon as lazy, but it seemed to me that he performed his laborious task in that infernal, suffocating, and fetid heat as conscientiously as any of the others. I never remember that he complained of weariness or heat, as the other stokers did.


    One day some one stole a purse containing money from one of the old women passengers. It was a clear, quiet evening; every one was amiable and peaceably inclined. The captain gave the old woman five rubles. The passengers also collected a small sum among themselves. When the old woman was given the money, she crossed herself, and bowed low, saying:


    “Kind friends, you have given me three graven too much.”


    Some one cried gayly:


    “Take it all, my good woman, — all that your eyes fall upon. Why do you talk nonsense? No bne can have too much.”


    But Yaakov went to the old woman and said quite seriously:


    “Give me what you don’t want; I will play cards with it.”


    The people around laughed, thinking that the stoker was joking, but he went on urging the confused woman perseveringly :


    “Come, give it to me, woman! What do you want the money for? Tomorrow you will be in the churchyard.”


    They drove him away with abuse, but he said to me, shaking his head, and greatly surprised:


    “How funny people are! Why do they interfere in what does not concern them? She said herself that she had more than she wanted. And three greven would have been very consoling to me.”


    The very sight of money evidently pleased him. While he was talking he loved to clean the silver and brass on his breeches, and would polish coins till they shone. Moving his eyebrows up and down, he would gaze at them, holding them in his crooked fingers before his snub-nosed face. But he was not avaricious.


    One day he asked me to play with him, but I could not.


    “You don’t know how?” he cried. “How is that? And you call yourself educated! You must learn. We will play for lumps of sugar.”


    He won from me half a pound of the best sugar, and hid every lump in his furry cheek. As soon as he found that I knew how to play he said:


    “Now we will play seriously for money. Have you any money?”


    “I have five rubles.”


    “And I have two.”


    As may be imagined, he soon won from mc. Desiring to have my revenge, I staked my jacket, worth five rubles, and lost. Then I staked my new boots, and lost again. Yaakov said to me, unwillingly, almost crossly:


    “No, you don’t know how to play yet; you get too hot about it. You must go and stake everything, even your boots. I don’t care for that sort of thing. Come, take back your clothes and your money, — four rubles, — and I will keep a ruble for teaching you. Agreed?’


    I was very grateful to him.


    “It is a thing to spit upon,” he said in answer to my thanks. “A game is a game, just an amusement, you know; but you would turn it into a quarrel. And even in a quarrel it doesn’t do to get too warm. You want to calculate the force of your blows. What have you to get in a stew about? You are young; you must learn to hold yourself in. The first time you don’t succeed; five times you don’t succeed; the seventh time — spit! Go away, get yourself cool, and have another go! That is playing the game.”


    He delighted me more and more, and yet he jarred on me. Sometimes his stories reminded me of grandmother. There was a lot in him which attracted me, but his lifelong habit of dull indifference repelled me violently.


    Once at sunset a drunken second-class passenger, a corpulent merchant of Perm, fell overboard, and was carried away, struggling on the red-gold water-way. The engineers hastily shut off steam, and the boat came to a standstill, sending off a cloud of foam from the wheel, which the red beams of the sun made look like blood. In that blood-red, seething, caldron a dark body struggled, already far away from the stern of the boat. Wild cries were heard from the river; one’s heart shook. The passengers also screamed, and jostled one another, rolling about the deck, crowding into the stern. The friend of the drowning man, also drunk, red, and bald, hit out with his fists and roared:


    “Get out of the way! I will soon get him!”


    Two sailors had already thrown themselves into the water, and were swimming toward the drowning man. The boats were let down. Amid the shouts of the commander and the shrieks of the women Yaakov’s deep voice rang out calmly and evenly:


    “He will be drowned; he will certainly be drowned, because he has his clothes on. Fully dressed as he is, he must certainly drown. Look at women for example. Why do they always drown sooner than men? Because of their petticoats. A woman, when she falls into the water, goes straight to the bottom, like a pound weight. You will see that he will be drowned. I do not speak at random.”


    As a matter of fact, the merchant was drowned. They sought for him for two hours, and failed to find him. His companion, sobered, sat on the deck, and, panting heavily, muttered plaintively:


    “We are almost there. What will happen when we arrive, eh? What will his family say? He had a family.”


    Yaakov stood in front of him, with his hands behind his back, and began to console him.


    “There is nothing to worry about. No one knows when he is destined to die. One man will eat mushrooms, fall ill and die, while thousands of people can eat mushrooms and be all the better for them. Yet one will die. And what are mushrooms?”


    Broad and strong, he stood like a rock in front of the merchant, and poured his words over him like bran. At first the merchant wept silently, wiping the tears from his beard with his broad palms, but when he had heard him out, he roared:


    “What do you mean by torturing me like this? Fellow–Christians, take him away, or there will be murder!”


    Yaakov went away, calmly saying:


    “How funny people are! You go to them out of kindness, and all they do is to abuse you!”


    Sometimes I thought the stoker a fool, but more often I thought that he purposely pretended to be stupid. I asked him straight out about his youth and his wanderings around the world. The result was not what I meant it to be. Throwing his head back, almost closing his dark, copper-colored eyes, he stroked his mossy face with his hand and drawled:


    “People everywhere. Brother, — everywhere, — are simple as ants! And where there are people, there is always trouble, I tell you! The greater number, of course, are peasants. The earth is absolutely strewn with muzhiks — like autumn leaves, as we say. I have seen the Bulgars, and Greeks, too, and those — what do you call them? — Serbians; Rumanians also, and all kinds of Gipsies. Are there many different sorts? What sort of people? What do you mean by that? In the towns they are townspeople, and in the country — why, they are just like the country people among us. They resemble them in many ways. Some of them even speak our tongue, though badly, as, for instance, the Tatars and the Mordovans. The Greeks cannot speak our language. They chatter whatever comes into their heads, and it sounds like words; but what they say or about what it is impossible to understand. You have to talk on your fingers to them. But my old man managed to talk so that even the Greeks understood him. He muttered something, and they knew what he meant. An artful old man he was. He knew how to work upon them. Again you want to know what sort of people? You funny fellow! What should people be like? They were black, of course; and the Rumanians, too, were of the same faith. The Bulgars are also black, but they hold the same religion as ourselves. As for the Greeks, they are of the same race as the Turks.”


    It seemed to me that he was not telling me all he knew; that there was something which he did not wish to tell. From illustrations in the magazines I knew that the capital of Greece was Athens, an ancient and most beautiful town. But Yaakov shook his head doubtfully as he rejected the idea.


    “They have been telling you lies, my friend. There is no place called Athens, but there is a place called Athon; only it is not a town, but a hill with a monastery on it, and that is all. It is called the Holy Hill of Athon. There are pictures of it; the old man used to sell them. There is a town called Byelgorod, which stands on the Dounai River, built in the style of Yaroslav or Nijni. Their towns are nothing out of the ordinary, but their villages, that is another matter. Their women, too — well, they are absolutely killingly pleasant. I very nearly stayed there altogether for the sake of one. What the deuce was her name?’


    He rubbed his perspiring face hard with the palms of his hands, and his coarse hair clicked softly. In his throat, somewhere deep down, rumbled his laugh, like the rattle of a drum.


    “How forgetful a man can be! And yet, you know, we were — When she said good-by to me — she cried, and I cried, too. Good — go-o—” Calmly and with an entire absence of reticence, he began to instruct me in the way to behave to women.


    We were sitting on the deck. The warm moon-light night swam to meet us; the meadow-land of the shore was hardly visible beyond the silver water. In the heavens twinkled yellow lights; these were certain stars which had been captivated by the earth. All around there was movement, sleeplessly palpitating, quiet; but real life was going on. Into this pleas — ant, melancholy silence fell the hoarse words:


    “And so we let go of each other’s hands and parted.” Yaakov’s stories were immodest, but not repulsive, for they were neither boastful nor cruel, and there was a ring of artlessness and sorrow in them. The moon in the sky was also shamelessly naked, and moved me in the same way, setting me fretting for I knew not what. I remembered only what was good, the very best thing in my life — Queen Margot and the verses, unforgettable in their truth:


    Only a song has need of beauty, While beauty has no need of songs.


    Shaking off this dreamy mood as if it had been a light doze, I again asked the stoker about his life and what he had seen.


    “You ‘re a funny fellow,” he said. “What am I to tell ycu? I have seen everything. You ask have I seen a monastery? I have. Traktirs? I have seen them also. I have seen the life of a gentleman and the life of a peasant. I have lived well-fed, and I have lived hungry.”


    Slowly, as if he were crossing a deep stream by a shaky, dangerous bridge, he recalled the past.


    “For instance, I was sitting in the police station after the horse-stealing affair. ‘They will send me to Siberia,’ I was thinking when the constable began to rage because the stove in his new house smoked.


    I said to him, ‘This is a business which I can set right for you, your Honor.’ He shut me up. ‘It is a thing,’ he grumbled, ‘which the cleverest workman could not manage.’ Then I said to him, ‘Sometimes a shepherd is cleverer than a general.’ I felt very brave toward every one just then. Nothing mattered now, with Siberia before me. ‘All right; try,’ he said, ‘but if it smokes worse afterwards I will break all your bones for you.’ In two days I had finished the work. The constable was astonished. ‘AchP he cried, ‘you fool, you blockhead! Why, you are a skilled workman, and you steal horses! How is it? I said to him, ‘That was simply a piece of foolery, your Honor.’ ‘That’s true,’ he said, ‘it was foolery. I am sorry for you.’ ‘Yes, I am sorry,’ he repeated. Do you see”? A man in the police force, carrying out his duties without remorse, and yet he was sorry for me.”


    “Well, what happened then?” I asked him.


    “Nothing. He was sorry for me. What else should happen?”


    “What was the use of pitying you? You are like a stone.”


    Yaakov laughed good-naturedly.


    “Funny fellow! A stone, you say? Well, one may feel for stones. A stone also serves in its proper place; streets are paved with stones. One ought to pity all kinds of materials; nothing is in its place by chance. What is soil? Yet little blades of grass grow in it/’


    When the stoker spoke like this, it was quite clear to me that he knew something more than I could grasp.


    “What do you think of the cook?” I asked him.


    “Of Medvyejenok?” said Yaakov, calmly. “What do I think of him? There is nothing to think about him at all.”


    That was true. Ivan Ivanovich was so strictly correct and smooth that one’s thoughts could get no grip on him. There was only one interesting thing about him: he loved the stoker, was always scolding him, and yet always invited him to tea.


    One day he said to him:


    “If you had been my serf and I had been your master, I would have flogged you seven times each week, you sluggard!”


    Yaakov replied in a serious tone:


    “Seven times? That’s rather a lot!”


    Although he abused the stoker, the cook for some reason or other fed him with all kinds of things. He would throw a morsel to him roughly and say:


    “There. Gobble it up!”


    Yaakov would devour it without any haste, saying:


    “I am accumulating a reserve of strength through you, Ivan Ivanovich.”


    “And what is the use of strength to you, lazy-bones?”


    “What is the use? Why, I shall live all the longer for it.’


    “Why should you live, useless one?”


    “But useless people go on living. Besides, you know, it is very amusing to be alive, isn’t it? Living, Ivan Ivanovich, is a very comforting business.”


    “What an idiot!”


    “Why do you say that?”


    “I-di-ot!”


    “There’s a way of speaking!” said Yaakov in amazement, and Medvyejenok said to me:


    “Just think of it! We dry up our blood and roast the marrow out of our bones in that infernal heat at the stoves while he guzzles like a boar!”


    “Every one must work out his own fate,” said the stoker, masticating.


    I knew that to stoke the furnaces was heavier and hotter work than to stand at the stove, for I had tried several times at night to stoke with Yaakov, and it seemed strange to me that he did not enlighten the cook with regard to the heaviness of his labors. Yes, this man certainly had a peculiar knowledge of his own.


    They all scolded him, — the captain, the engineer, the first mate, all of those who must have known he was not lazy. I thought it very strange. Why did they not appraise him rightly? The stokers behaved considerably better to him than the rest al — though they made fun of his incessant chatter and his love of cards.


    I asked them: “What do you think of Yaakov? Is he a good man?”


    “Yaakov? He’s all right. You can’t upset him whatever you do, even if you were to put hot coals in his chest.”


    What with his heavy labor at the boilers, and his appetite of a horse, the stoker slept but little. Often, when the watches were changed, without changing his clothes, sweating and dirty, he stayed the whole night on deck, talking with the passengers, and playing cards.


    In my eyes he was like a locked trunk in which something was hidden which I simply must have, and I obstinately sought the key by which I might open it.


    “What you are driving at, little brother, I cannot, for the life of me, understand,” he would say, looking at me with his eyes almost hidden under his eyebrows. “It is a fact that I have traveled about the world a lot. What about it? Funny fellow! You had far better listen to a story I have to tell you about what happened to me once”


    And he told me how there had lived, somewhere in one of the towns he had passed through, a young consumptive lawyer who had a German wife — a fine, healthy woman, without children. And this German woman was in love with a dry-goods merchant. The merchant was married, and his wife was beautiful and had three children. When he discovered that the German woman was in love with him, he planned to play a practical joke on her. He told ‘her to meet him in the garden at night, and invited two of his friends to come with him, hiding them in the garden among the bushes.


    “Wonderful! When the German woman came, he said, ‘Here she is, all there!’ And to her, he said, ‘I am no use to you, lady; I am married. But I have brought two of my friends to you. One of them is a widower, and the other a bachelor.’ The German woman — ach! she gave him such a slap on the face that he fell over the garden bench, and then she trampled his ugly mug and his thick head with her heel I I had brought her there, for I was dvornik at the lawyer’s house. I looked through a chink in the fence, and saw how the soup was boiling. Then the friends sprang out upon her, and seized her by the hair, and I dashed over the fence, and beat them off. ‘You must not do this, Mr. Merchants!’ I said. The lady had come trustfully, and he had imagined that she had evil intentions. I took her away, and they threw a brick at me, and bruised my head. She was overcome with grief, and almost beside herself. She said to me, as we crossed the yard: ‘I shall go back to my own people, the Germans, as soon as my husband dies!’ I said to her, ‘Of course you must go back to them.’ And when the lawyer died, she went away. She was very kind, and so clever, tool And the lawyer was kind, too, — God rest his soul!”


    Not being quite sure that I had understood the meaning of this story, I was silent. I was conscious of something familiar, something which had happened before, something pitiless and blind about it. But what could I say?


    “Do you think that is a good story?” asked Yaakov.


    I said something, making some confused objections, but he explained calmly:


    “People who have more than is necessary are easily amused, but sometimes, when they want to play a trick on some one, it turns out not to be fun at all. It doesn’t come off as they expected. Merchants are brainy people, of course. Commerce demands no little cleverness, and the life of clever persons is very dull, you see, so they like to amuse themselves.”


    Beyond the prow, all in a foam, the river rushed swiftly. The seething, running water was audible, the dark shore gliding slowly along with it. On the deck lay snoring passengers. Among the benches, among the sleeping bodies, a tall faded woman in a black frock, with uncovered gray head, moved quietly, coming towards us. The stoker, nudging me, said softly:


    “Look — she is in trouble!”


    And it seemed to me that other people’s griefs were amusing to him. He told me many stories, and I listened greedily. I remember his stories perfectly, but I do not remember one of them that was happy. He spoke more calmly than books. In books, I was often conscious of the feelings of the writer, — of his rage, his joy, his grief, his mockery; but the stoker never mocked, never judged. Nothing excited either his disgust or his pleasure to any extent. He spoke like an impartial witness at a trial, like a man who was a stranger alike to accuser, accused, and judge. This equanimity aroused in me an ever-increasing sense of irritated sorrow, a feeling of angry dislike for Yaakov.


    Life burned before his eyes like the flame of the stove beneath the boilers. He stood in front of the stove with a wooden mallet in his pock-marked, coffee-colored hands, and softly struck the edge of the regu — lator, diminishing or increasing the heat.


    “Hasn’t all this done you harm?”


    “Who would harm me? I am strong. You see what blows I can give!”


    “I am not speaking of blows, but has not your soul been injured?”


    “The soul cannot be hurt. The soul does not receive injuries,” he said. “Souls are not affected by any human agency, by anything external.”


    The deck passengers, the sailors, every one, in fact, used to speak of the soul as often and as much as they spoke of the land, of their work, of food and women. “Soul” is the tenth word in the speech of simple people, a word expressive of life and movement.


    I did not like to hear this word so habitually on people’s slippery tongues, and when the peasants used foul language, defiling their souls, it struck me to the heart.


    I remember so well how carefully grandmother used to speak of the soul, — that secret receptacle of love, beauty, and joy. I believed that, after the death of a good person, white angels carried his soul to the good God of my grandmother, and He greeted it with tenderness.


    “Well, my dear one, my pure one, thou hast suffered and languished below.”


    And He would give the soul the wings of seraphim — six white wings. Yaakov Shumov spoke of the soul as carefully, as reluctantly, and as seldom as grandmother. When he was abused, he never blasphemed, and when others discussed the soul he said nothing, bowing his red, bull-like neck. When I asked him what the soul was like, he replied:


    “The soul is the breath of God.”


    This did not enlighten me much, and I asked for more; upon which the stoker, inclining his head, said:


    “Even priests do not know much about the soul, little brother; that is hidden from us.”


    He held my thoughts continually, in a stubborn effort to understand him, but it was an unsuccessful effort. I saw nothing else but him. He shut out everything else with his broad figure.


    The stewardess bore herself towards me with suspicious kindness. In the morning, I was deputed to take hot water for washing to her, although this was the duty of the second-class chambermaid, Lusha, a fresh, merry girl. When I stood in the narrow cabin, near the stewardess, who was stripped to the waist, and looked upon her yellow body, flabby as half-baked pastry, I thought of the lissom, swarthy body of “Queen Margot,” and felt disgusted. And the stewardess talked all the time, now complainingly and scolding, now crossly and mockingly.


    I did not grasp the meaning of her speech, although I dimly guessed at it — at its pitiful, low, shameful meaning. But I was not disturbed by it. I lived far away from the stewardess, and from all that went on in the boat. I lived behind a great rugged rock, which hid from me all that world. All that went on during those days and nights flowed aVay into space.


    “Our Gavrilovna is quite in love with you.” I heard the laughing words of Lusha as in a dream. “Open your mouth, and take your happiness.”


    And not only did she make fun of me, but all the dining-room attendants knew of the weakness of their mistress. The cook said, with a frown:


    “The woman has tasted everything, and now she has a fancy for pastry! People like that! You look, Pyeshkov, before you leap.”


    And Yaakov also gave me paternal advice.


    “Of course, if you were a year or two older, I should give you different advice, but at your age, it is better for you to keep yourself to yourself. However, you must do as you like.”


    “Shut up!” said I. “The whole thing is disgusting.”


    “Of course it is.”


    But almost immediately after this, trying to make the limp hair on his head stand up with his fingers, he said tersely, in well-rounded periods:


    “Well, one must look at it from her point of view, too. She has a miserable, comfortless job. Even a dog likes to be stroked, and how much more a human being. A female lives by caresses, as a mushroom by moisture. She ought to be ashamed of herself, but what is she to do?”


    I asked, looking intently into his elusive eyes:


    “Do you begrudge her that, then?”


    “What is she to me? Is she my mother? And if she were But you are a funny fellow!”


    He laughed in a low voice, like the beating of a drum.


    Sometimes when I looked at him, I seemed to be falling into silent space, into a bottomless pit full of twilight.


    “Every one is married but you, Yaakov. Why haven’t you ever married?”


    “Why? I have always been a favorite with the women, thank God, but it’s like this. When one is married, one has to live in one place, settle down on the land. My land is very poor, a very small piece, and my uncle has taken even that from me. When my young brother came back from being a soldier, he fell out with our uncle, and was brought before the court for punching his head. There was blood shed over the matter, in fact. And for that they sent him to prison for a year and a half. When you come out of prison, son, there is only one road for you; and that leads back to prison again. His wife was such a pleasant young woman — but what is the use of talking about it? When one is married, one ought to be master of one’s own stable. But a soldier is not even master of his own life.”


    “Do you say your prayers?”


    “You fun — n — y — y fellow, of course I do!”


    “But how?”


    “All kinds of ways.”


    “What prayers do you say?”


    “I know the night prayers. I say quite simply, my brother: ‘Lord Jesus, while I live, have mercy on me, and when I am dead give me rest. Save me. Lord, from sickness.’ and one or two other things I say.”


    “What things?”


    “Several things. Even what you don’t say, gets to Him.”


    His manner to me was kind, but full of curiosity, as it might have been to a clever kitten which could perform amusing tricks. Sometimes, when I was sitting with him at night, when he smelt of naphtha, burning oil, and onions, for he loved onions and used to gnaw them raw, like apples, he would suddenly ask:


    “Now, Olekha, lad, let’s have some poetry.”


    I knew a lot of verse by heart, besides which I had a large notebook in which I had copied my favorites. I read “Rousslan” to him — and he listened without moving, like a deaf and dumb man, holding his wheezy breath. Then he said to me in a low voice:


    “That’s a pleasant, harmonious, little story. Did you make it up yourself? There is a gentleman called Mukhin Pushkin. I have seen him.”


    “But this man was killed ever so long ago.”


    “What for?”


    I told him the story in short words, as “Queen Margot” had told it to me. Yaakov listened, and then said calmly:


    “Lots of people are ruined by women.”


    I often told him similar stories which I had read in books. They were all mixed up, effervescing in my mind into one long story of disturbed, beautiful lives, interspersed with flames of passion. They were full of senseless deeds of heroism, blue-blooded nobility, legendary feats, duels and deaths, noble words and mean actions. Rokambol was confused with the knightly forms of Lya–Molya and Annibal Kokonna, Ludovic XI took the form of the Pere Grandet, the Cornet Otletaev was mixed up with Henry IV. This story, in which I changed the character of the people and altered events according to my inspiration, became a whole world to me. I lived in it, free as grandfather’s God, Who also played with every one as it pleased Him. While not hindering me from seeing the reality, such as it was, nor cooling my desire to understand living people, nevertheless this bookish chaos hid me by a transparent but impenetrable cloud from much of the infectious obscenity, the venomous poison of life. Books rendered many evils innocuous for me. Knowing how people loved and suffered, I could never enter a house of ill fame. Cheap depravity only roused a feeling of repulsion and pity for those to whom it was sweet. Rokambol taught me to be a Stoic, and not be conquered by circumstances. The hero of Dumas inspired me with the desire to give myself for some great cause. My favorite hero was the gay monarch, Henry IV, and it seemed to me that the glorious songs of Beranger were written about him.


    He relieved the peasants of their taxes,

    And himself he loved to drink.

    Yes, and if the whole nation is happy,,

    Why should the king not drink?


    
      
    


    Henry IV was described in novels as a kind man, in touch with his people. Bright as the sun, he gave me the idea that France — the most beautiful country in the whole world, the country of the knights — was equally great, whether represented by the mantle of a king or the dress of a peasant. Ange Piutou was just as much a knight as D’Artagnan. When I read how Henry was murdered, I cried bitterly, and ground my teeth with hatred of Ravaillac. This king was nearly always the hero of the stories I told the stoker, and it seemed to me that Yaakov also loved France and Khenrik.


    “He was a good man was King ‘Khenrik,’ whether he was punishing rebels, or whatever he was doing,” he said.


    He never exclaimed, never interrupted my stories with questions, but listened in silence, with lowered brows and immobile face, like an old stone covered with fungus growth. But if, for some reason, I broke off my speech, he at once asked:


    “Is that the end??’


    “Not yet.”


    “Don’t leave off, then!”


    Of the French nation he said, sighing:


    “They had a very easy time of it!”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Well, you and I have to live in the heat. We have to labor, while they lived at ease. They had nothing to do but to sing and walk about — a very consoling life!”


    “They worked, too!”


    “It doesn’t say so in your stories,” observed the stoker with truth, and I suddenly realized clearly that the greater number of the books which I had read hardly ever spoke of the heroes working, or of the hardships they had to encounter.


    “Now I am going to sleep for a short time,” said Yaakov, and falling back where he lay, he was soon snoring peacefully.


    In the autumn, when the shores of the Kama were turning red, the leaves were taking a golden tinge, and the crosswise beams of the sun grew pallid, Yaakov unexpectedly left the boat. The day before, he had said to me:


    “The day after tomorrow, you and I, my lad, will be in Perm. We will go to the bath, steam ourselves to our hearts’ content, and when we have finished will go together to a Traktir. There is music and it is very pleasant. I like to see them playing on those machines.”


    But at Sarapulia there came on the boat a stout man with a flabby, womanish face. He was beardless and whiskerless. His long warm cloak, his cap with car flaps of fox fur, increased his resemblance to a woman. He at once engaged a small table near the kitchen, where it was warmest, asked for tea to be served to him, and began to drink the yellow boiling liquid. As he neither unfastened his coat nor removed his cap, he perspired profusely.


    A fine rain fell unweariedly from the autumn mist. It seemed to me that when this man wiped the sweat from his face with his checked handkerchief, the rain fell less, and in proportion as he began to sweat again, it began to rain harder.


    Very soon Yaakov appeared, and they began to look at a map together. The passenger drew his finger across it, but Yaakov said:


    “What’s that”? Nothing! I spit upon it!”


    “All right,” said the passenger, putting away the map in a leather bag which lay on his knees. Talking softly together, they began to drink tea.


    Before Yaakov went to his watch, I asked him what sort of a man this was. He replied, with a laugh:


    “To see him, he might be a dove. He is a eunuch, that’s what he is. He comes from Siberia — a long way off! He is amusing; he lives on a settlement.”


    Setting his black strong heels on the deck, like hoofs, once again he stopped, and scratched his side.


    “I have hired myself to him as a workman. So when we get to Perm, I shall leave the boat, and it will be good-by to you, lad! We shall travel by rail, then by river, and after that by horses. For five weeks we shall have to travel, to get to where the man has his colony.”


    “Did you know him before?” I asked, amazed at his sudden decision.


    “How should I know him”? I have never seen him before. I have never lived anywhere near him.”


    In the morning Yaakov, dressed in a short, greasy fur-coat, with sandals on his bare feet, wearing Medvyejenok’s tattered, brimless straw hat, took hold of my arm with his iron grasp, and said:


    “Why don’t you come with me, eh? He will take you as well, that dove, if you only tell him you want to go. Would you like to? Shall I tell him? They will take away from you something which you will not need, and give you money. They make a festival of it when they mutilate a man, and they reward him for it.”


    The eunuch stood on board, with a white bundle under his arm, and looked stubbornly at Yaakov with his dull eyes, which were heavy and swollen, like those of a drowned person. I abused him in a low voice, and the stoker once more took hold of my arm.


    “Let him alone! There’s no harm in him. Every one has his own way of praying. What business is it of ours? Well, good-by. Good luck, to you!”


    And Yaakov Shumov went away, rolling from side to side like a bear, leaving in my heart an uneasy, perplexed feeling. I was sorry to lose the stoker, and angry with him. I was, I remember, a little jealous and I thought fearfully, “Fancy a man going away like that, without knowing where he is going!”


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


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XII


    
      
    


    LATE in the autumn, when the steamboat voyage finished, I went as pupil in the workshop of an icon painter. But in a day or two my mistress, a gentle old lady given to tippling, announced to me in her Vladimirski speech:


    “The days are short now and the evenings long, so you will go to the shop in the mornings, and be shop-boy. In the evenings you will learn.”


    She placed me under the authority of a small, swift-footed shopman, a young fellow with a handsome, false face. In the mornings, in the cold twilight of dawn, I went with him right across the town, up the sleepy mercantile street, Ilnik, to the Nijni bazaar, and there, on the second floor of the Gostini Dvor, was the shop. It had been converted from a warehouse into a shop, and was dark, with an iron door, and one small window on the terrace, protected by iron bars. The shop was packed with icons of different sizes, with image-cases, and with highly finished books in church Slav characters, bound in yellow leather. Beside our shop there was another, in which were also sold icons and books, by a black-bearded merchant, kinsman to an Old Believer valuer. He was celebrated beyond the Volga as far as the boundaries of Kirjinski, and was assisted by his lean and lively son, who had the small gray face of in old man, and the restless eyes of a mouse.


    When I had opened the shop, I had to run to the tavern for boiling water, and when I had finished breakfast, I had to set the shop in order, dust the goods, and then go out on the terrace and watch with vigilant eyes, lest customers should enter the neighboring shop.


    “Customers are fools,” said the shopman forcibly to me. “They don’t mind where they buy, so long as it is cheap, and they do not understand the value of the goods.”


    Lightly tapping the wooden surface of an icon, he aired his slight knowledge of the business to me. He instructed me :


    “This is a clever piece of work — very cheap — three or four vershoks — stands by itself. Here is another — six or seven vershoks — stands by itself. Do you know about the saints? Remember Boniface is a protection against drink; Vvaara, the great martyr, against toothache and death by accident; Blessed Vassili, against fevers. Do you know all about Our Lady? Look! This is Our Lady of Sorrows, and Our Lady of Abalak, Most Renowned. Do not weep for me, Mother. Assuage my griefs. Our lady of Kazan, of Pokrove; Our Lady of Seven Dolors.”


    I soon remembered the prices of the icons, according to their size and the work on them, and learned to distinguish between the different images of Our Lady. But to remember the significations of the various saints was difficult.


    Sometimes I would be standing at the door of the shop, dreaming, when the shopman would suddenly test my knowledge.


    “Who is the deliverer from painful childbirth?”


    If I answered wrongly, he would ask scornfully:


    “What is the use of your head?”


    Harder still was it for me to tout for customers. The hideously painted icons did not please me at all, and I did not like having to sell them. According to grandmother’s stories, I had imagined Our Lady as young, beautiful, and good, just as she was in pictures in the magazines, but the icons represented her as old and severe, with a long crooked nose, and wooden hands.


    On market days, Wednesdays and Fridays, business was brisk. Peasants, old women, and sometimes whole families together, appeared on the terrace, — all old Ritualists from Zavoljia, suspicious and surly people of the forests. I would see, perhaps, coming along slowly, almostly timidly, across the gallery, a ponderous man wrapped in sheepskin and thick, home-made cloth, and I would feel awkward and ashamed at having to accost him. At last by a great effort I managed to intercept him, and revolving about his feet in their heavy boots, I chanted in a constrained, buzzing voice:


    “What can we do for you, your honor? We have psalters with notes and comments, the books of Ephrem Siren, Kyrillov, and all the canonical books and breviaries. Please come and look at them. All kinds of icons, whatever you want, at various prices. Only the best work, — dark colors! We take orders, too, if you wish it, for all kinds of saints and madonnas. Perhaps you would like to order something for a Name Day, or for your family? This is the best workshop in Russia! Here are the best goods in the town!”


    The impervious and inscrutable customer would look at me for a long time in silence. Suddenly pushing me aside with an arm like a piece of wood, he would go into the shop next door, and my shopman, rubbing his large ears, grumbled angrily :


    “You have let him go! You’re a nice salesman!”


    In the next shop could be heard a soft, sweet voice, pouring forth a speech which had the effect of a narcotic.


    “We don’t sell sheepskins or boots, my friend, but the blessing of God, which is of more value than silver or gold; which, in fact, is priceless.”


    “The devil!” whispered our shopman, full of envy and almost beside himself with rage. “A curse on the eyes of that muzhik! You must learn! You must learn!”


    I did honestly try to learn, for one ought to do well whatever one has to do. But I was not a success at enticing the customers in, nor as a salesman. These gruff men, so sparing of their words, those old women who looked like rats, always for some reason timid and abject, aroused my pity, and I wanted to tell them on the quiet the real value of the icons, and not ask for the extra two greven.


    They amazed me by their knowledge of books, and of the value of the painting on the icons. One day a gray-haired old man whom I had herded into the shop said to me shortly:


    “It is not true, my lad, that your image workshop \s, the best in Russia — the best is Rogoshin’s in Moscow.”


    In confusion I stood aside for him to pass, and he went to another shop, not even troubling to go next door.


    “Has he gone away?” asked the shopman spitefully.


    “You never told me about Rogoshin’s workshop.”


    He became abusive.


    “They come in here so quietly, and all the time they know all there is to know, curse them! They understand all about the business, the dogs!”


    Handsome, overfed, and selfish, he hated the peasants. When he was in a good humor, he would com plain to me:


    “I am clever! I like cleanliness and scents, incense, and eau-de-Cologne, and though I set such a value on myself, I am obliged to bow and scrape to some peasant, to get five copecks’ profit out of him for the mistress. Do you think it is fair? What is a peasant, after all? A bundle of foul wool, a winter louse, and yet”


    And he fell into an indignant silence.


    I liked the peasants. There was something elusive about each one of them which reminded me of Yaakov.


    Sometimes there would climb into the shop a miserable-looking figure in a chapan put on over a short, fur-coat. He would take off his shaggy cap, cross himself with two fingers, look into the corner where the lamp glimmered, yet try not to, lest his eyes rest on the unblessed icons. Then glancing around, without speaking for some time, he would manage at length to say:


    “Give me a psalter with a commentary.”


    Tucking up the sleeves of his chapan he would read the pages, as he turned them over with clumsy movement, biting his lips the while.


    “Haven’t you any more ancient than this?”


    “An old one would cost a thousand rubles, as you know.”


    “I know.”


    The peasant moistened his finger as he turned over the leaves, and there was left a dark fingerprint where he had touched them. The shopman, gazing with an evil expression at the back of his head, said:


    “The Holy Scriptures are all of the same age; the word of God does not change.”


    “We know all about that; we have heard that! God did not change it, but Nikon did.”


    Closing the book, he went out in silence.


    Sometimes these forest people disputed with the shopman, and it was evident to me that they knew more about the sacred writings than he did.


    “Outlandish heathen!” grumbled the shop-man.


    I saw also that, although new books were not to the taste of the peasants, they looked upon a new book with awe, handling it carefully, as if it were a bird which might fly out of their hands. This was very pleasant to me to see, because a book was a miracle to me. In it was inclosed the soul of the writer, and when I opened it, I set this soul free, and it spoke to me in secret.


    Often old men and women brought books to sell printed in the old characters of the preNikonovski period, or copies of such books, beautifully made by the monks of Irgiz and Kerjentz. They also brought copies of missals uncorrected by Dmitry Rostovski, icons with ancient inscriptions, crosses, folding icons with brass mountings, and silver, eucharist spoons given by the Muscovite princes to their hosts as keepsakes. All these were offered secretly, from their hoards under the floor.


    Both my shopman and his neighbor kept a very sharp lookout for such vendors, each trying to take them away from the other. Having bought antiques for anything up to ten rubles, they would sell them on the market-place to rich Old Ritualists for hundreds of rubles.


    “Mind you look out for those were — wolves, those wizards! Look for them with all your eyes; they bring luck with them.”


    When a vendor of this kind appeared, the shop-man used to send me to fetch the valuer, Petr Vas — silich, a connoisseur in old books, icons, and all kind of antiques.


    He was a tall old man with a long beard, like Blessed Vassili, with intelligent eyes in a pleasant face. The tendon of one of his legs had been removed, and he walked lame, with a long stick. Summer and winter he wore a light garment, like a cassock, and a velvet cap of a strange shape, which looked like a saucepan. Usually brisk and upright, when he entered the shop, he let his shoulders droop, and bent his back, sighing gently and crossing himself often, muttering prayers and psalms to himself all the time. This pious and aged feebleness at once inspired the vendor with confidence in the valuer.


    “What is the matter? Has something gone wrong?” the old man would ask.


    “Here is a man who has brought an icon to sell. He says it is a Stroganovski.”


    “What?”


    “A Stroganovski.”


    “Aha, my hearing is bad. The Lord has stopped my ears against the abomination of the Nikonites.”


    Taking off his cap, he held the icon horizontally, looked at the inscription lengthways, sideways, straight up, examined the knots in the wood, blinked, and murmured:


    “The godless Nikonites, observing our love of ancient beauties, and instructed by the devil, have mali — ciously made forgeries. In these days it is very easy to make holy images, — oh, very easy! At first sight, this might be a real Stroganovski, or an Ustiujcki painting, or even a Suzdulski, but when you look into it, it is a forgery.”


    If he said “forgery,” it meant, “This icon is precious and rare.”


    By a series of prearranged signs, he informed the shopman how much he was to give for the icon or book. I knew that the words “melancholy” and “affliction” meant ten rubles. “Nikon the tiger” meant twenty-five. I felt ashamed to see how they deceived the sellers, but the skilful by-play of the valuer amused me.


    “Those Nikonites, black children of Nikon the tiger, will do anything, — led by the Devil as they are! Look! Even this signature looks real, and the bas-relief as if it were painted by the one hand. But look at the face — that was not done by the same brush. An old master like Pimen Ushakov, although he was a heretic, did the whole icon himself. He did the bas-relief, the face, and even the chasing very carefully, and sketched in the inscription, but the impious people of our day cannot do anything like it! In old times image painting was a holy calling, but now they make what concerns God merely a matter of art.”


    At length he laid the icon down carefully on the counter, and putting on his hat, said:


    “It is a sin!”


    This meant “buy it.”


    Overwhelmed by his flow of sweet words, astounded by the old man’s knowledge, the client would ask in an impressed tone:


    “Well, your honor, what is your opinion of the icon?”


    “The icon was made by Nikonite hands.”


    “That cannot be! My grandfather and my grandmother prayed before it!”


    “Nikon lived before your grandfather lived.”


    The old man held the icon close to the face of the seller, and said sternly:


    “Look now what a joyous expression it has! Do you call that an icon? It is nothing more than a picture — a blind work of art, a Nikonski joke — there is no soul in it! Would I tell you what is not true? I, an old man, persecuted for the sake of the truth! I shall soon have to go to God. I have nothing to gain by acting unfairly.”


    He went out from the shop onto the terrace, languid with the feebleness of old age, offended by the doubt cast upon his valuation. The shopman paid a few rubles for the picture, the seller left, bowing low to Petr Vassilich, and they sent me to the tavern to get boiling water for the tea. When I returned, I would find the valuer brisk and cheerful, looking lovingly at the purchase, and thus instructing the shopman:


    “Look, this icon has been very carefully done!


    The painting is very fine, done in the fear of God. Human feelings had no part in it.”


    “And whose work is it?” asked the shopman, beaming and jumping about for joy.


    “It is too soon for you to know that.”


    “But how much would connoisseurs give for it?”


    “That I could not say. Give it to me, and I will show it to some one.”


    “Och, Petr Vassilich.”


    “And if I sell it, you shall have half the hundred rubles. Whatever there is over, that is mine!”


    “Och!”


    “You need not keep on saying ‘Och’!”


    They drank their tea, bargaining shamelessly, looking at one another with the eyes of conspirators. That the shopman was completely under the thumb of the old man was plain, and when the latter went away, he would say to me:


    “Now don’t you go chattering to the mistress about this deal.”


    When they had finished talking about the sale of the icon, the shopman would ask:


    “And what news is there in the town, Petr Vassilich?”


    Smoothing his beard with his yellow fingers, laying bare his oily lips, the old man told stories of the lives of the merchants. He spoke of commercial successes, of feasts, of illnesses, of weddings, and of the infidelities of husbands and wives. He served up these greasy stories quickly and skilfully, as a good cook serves up pancakes, with a sauce of hissing laughter. The shopman’s round face grew dark with envy and rapture. His eyes were wide with dreamy wistfulness, as he said complainingly:


    “Other people live, and here am I!”


    “Every one has his appointed destiny,” resounded the deep voice. “Of one, the fate is heralded by angels with little silver hammers, and’ of another, by devils with the butt-end of an ax.”


    This strong, muscular, old man knew everything — the whole life of the town, all the secrets of the merchants, chinovniks, priests, and citizens. He was keensighted as a bird of prey, and with this had some of the qualities of the wolf and fox. I always wanted to make him angry, but he looked at me from afar, almost as if through a fog. He seemed to me to be surrounded by a limitless space. If one went closer to him, one seemed to be falling. I felt in him some affinity to the stoker Shumov.


    Although the shopman went into ecstasies over his cleverness, both to his face and behind his back, there were times when, like me, he wanted to provoke or offend the old man.


    “You are a deceiver of men,” he would say, suddenly looking heatedly into the old man’s face.


    The latter, smiling lazily, answered:


    “Only the Lord lives without deceit, and we live among fools, you see. Can one meet fools, and not deceive them? Of what use would they be, then?”


    The shopman lost his temper.


    “Not all the peasants are fools. The merchants themselves came from the peasantry!”


    “We are not talking about merchants. Fools do not live as rogues do. A fool is like a saint — his brains are asleep.”


    The old man drawled more and more lazily, and this was very irritating. It seemed to me that he was standing on a hillock in the midst of a quagmire. It was impossible to make him angry. Either he was above rage, or he was able to hide it very successfully.


    But he often happened to be the one to start a dispute with me. He would come quite close to me, and smiling into his beard, remark:


    “What do you call that French writer — Ponoss?”


    I was desperately angry at this silly way of turning the names upside down. But holding myself in for the time, I said:


    “Ponson de Terrail.”


    “Where was he lost?”


    “Don’t play the fool. You are not a child.”


    “That is true. I am not a child. What are you reading?”


    “‘Ephrem Siren.’”


    “And who writes best. Your foreign authors? or he?”


    I made no reply.


    “What do the foreign ones write about most?”


    “About everything which happens to exist in life.”


    “That is to say, about dogs and horses — whichever may happen to come their way.”


    The shopman laughed. I was enraged. The atmosphere was oppressive, unpleasant to me. But if I attempted to get away, the shopman stopped me.


    “Where are you going?”


    And the old man would examine me.


    “Now, you learned man, gnaw this problem. Suppose you had a thousand naked people standing before you, five hundred women and five hundred men, and among them Adam and Eve. How would you tell which were Adam and Eve”?”


    He kept asking me this, and at length explained triumphantly:


    “Little fool, don’t you see that, as they were not born, but were created, they would have no navels!”


    The old man knew an innumerable quantity of these “problems.” He could wear me out with them.


    During my early days at the shop, I used to tell the shopman the contents of some of the books I had read. Now these stories came back to me in an evil form. The shopman retold them to Petr Vassilich, considerably cut up, obscenely mutilated. The old man skilfully helped him in his shameful questions. Their slimy tongues threw the refuse of their obscene words at Eugenie Grandet, Ludmilla, and Henry IV.


    I understood that they did not do this out of ill-nature, but simply because they wanted something to do. All the same, I did not find it easy to bear. Having created the filth, they wallowed in it, like hogs, and grunted with enjoyment when they soiled what was beautiful, strange, unintelligible, and therefore comical to them.


    The whole Gostinui Dvor, the whole of its population of merchants and shopinen, lived a strange life, full of stupid, puerile, and always malicious diversions. If a passing peasant asked which was the nearest way to any place in the town, they always gave him the wrong direction. This had become such a habit with them that the deceit no longer gave them pleasure. They would catch two rats, tie their tails together, and let them go in the road. They loved to see how they pulled in different directions, or bit each other, and sometimes they poured paraffin-oil over the rats, and set fire to them. They would tie an old iron pail on the tail of a dog, who, in wild terror, would tear about, yelping and growling, while they all looked on, and laughed.


    There were many similar forms of recreation, and it seemed to me that all kinds of people, especially country people, existed simply for the amusement of the Gostinui Dvor. In their relations to other people, there was a constant desire to make fun of them, to give them pain, and to make them uncomfortable. It was strange that the books I had read were silent on the subject of this unceasing, deep-seated tendency of people to jeer at one another.


    One of the amusements of the Gostinui Dvor seemed to me peculiarly offensive and disgusting.


    Underneath our shop there was a dealer in woolen and felt footwear, whose salesman amazed the whole of Nijni by his gluttony. His master used to boast of this peculiarity of his employee, as one boasts of the fierceness of a dog, or the strength of a horse. He often used to get the neighboring shopkeepers to bet.


    “Who will go as high as ten rubles? I will bet that Mishka devours ten pounds of ham in two hours!”


    But they all knew that Mishka was well able to do that, and they said:


    “We won’t take your bet, but buy the ham and let him eat it, and we will look on.”


    “Only let it be all meat and no bones!”


    They would dispute a little and lazily, and then out of the dark storehouse crept a lean, beardless fellow with high cheek-bones, in a long cloth coat girdled with a red belt all stuck round with tufts of wool. Respectfully removing his cap from his small head, he gazed in silence, with a dull expression in his deep-set eyes, at the round face of his master which was suffused with purple blood. The latter was saying in his thick harsh voice:


    “Can you eat a gammon of ham?”


    “How long shall I have for it?” asked Mishka practically, in his thin voice.


    “Two hours.”


    “That will be difficult.”


    “Where is the difficulty?”


    “Well, let me have a drop of beer with it.”


    “All right,” said his master, and he would boast:


    “You need not think that he has an empty stomach. No! In the morning he had two pounds of bread, and dinner at noon, as you know.”


    They brought the ham, and the spectators took their places. All the merchants were tightly enveloped in their thick fur-coats and looked like gigantic weights. They were people with big stomachs, but they all had small eyes and some had fatty tumors. An unconquerable feeling of boredom oppressed them all.


    With their hands tucked into their sleeves, they surrounded the great glutton in a narrow circle, armed with knives and large crusts of rye bread. He crossed himself piously, sat down on a sack of wool and placed the ham on a box at his side, measuring it with his vacant eyes.


    Cutting off a thin slice of bread and a thick one of meat, the glutton folded them together carefully, and held the sandwich to his mouth with both hands. His lips trembled; he licked them with his thin and long canine tongue, showing his small sharp teeth, and with a dog-like movement bent his snout again over the meat.


    “He has begun!”


    “Look at the time!”


    All eyes were turned in a business-like manner on the face of the glutton, on his lower jaw, on the round protuberances near his ears; they watched the sharp chin rise and fall regularly, and drowsily uttered their thoughts.


    “He eats cleanly — like a bear.”


    “Have you ever seen a bear eat?”


    “Do I live in the woods? There is a saying, ‘he gobbles like a bear.’”


    “Like a pig, it says.”


    “Pigs don’t eat pig.”


    They laughed unwillingly, and soon some one knowingly said:


    “Pigs eat everything — little pigs and their own sisters.”


    The face of the glutton gradually grew darker, his ears became livid, his running eyes crept out of their bony pit, he breathed with difficulty, but his chin moved as regularly as ever.


    “Take it easy, Mikhail, there is time!” they encouraged him.


    He uneasily measured the remains of the meat with his eyes, drank some beer, and once more began to munch. The spectators became more animated. Looking more often at the watch in the hand of Mishka’s master, they suggested to one another:


    “Don’t you think he may have put the watch back? Take it away from him! Watch Mishka in case he should put any meat up his sleeve! He won’t finish it in the time!”


    Mishka’s master cried passionately:


    “I’ll take you on for a quarter of a ruble! Mishka, don’t give way!”


    They began to dispute with the master, but no one would take the bet.


    And Mishka went on eating and eating; his face began to look like the ham, his sharp grisly nose whistled plaintively. It was terrible to look at him. It seemed to me that he was about to scream, to wail:


    “Have mercy on me!”


    At length he finished it all, opened his tipsy eyes wide, and said in a hoarse, tired voice:


    “Let me go to sleep.”


    But his master, looking at his watch, cried angrily:


    “You have taken four minutes too long, you wretch!”


    The others teased him:


    “What a pity we did not take you on; you would have lost.”


    “However, he is a regular wild animal, that fellow.”


    “Ye — e — es, he ought to be in a show.”


    “You see what monsters the Lord can make of men, eh?”


    “Let us go and have some tea, shall we?”


    And they swam like barges to the tavern.


    I wanted to know what stirred in the bosoms of these heavy, iron-hearted people that they should gather round the poor fellow because his unhealthy gluttony amused them.


    It was dark and dull in that narrow gallery close; packed with wool, sheepskins, hemp, ropes, felt, boots, and saddlery. It was cut off — from the pavement by pillars of brick, clumsily thick, weather-beaten, and spattered with mud from the road. All the bricks and all the chinks between them, all the holes made by the fallen-away mortar, had been mentally counted by me a thousand times, and their hideous designs were forever heavily imprinted on my memory.


    The foot-passenger dawdled along the pavement; hackney carriages and sledges loaded with goods passed up the road without haste. Beyond the street, in a red-brick, square, two-storied shop, was the market-place, littered with cases, straw, crumpled paper, covered with dirt and trampled snow.


    All this, together with the people and the horses, in spite of the movement, seemed to be motionless, or lazily moving round and round in one place to which it was fastened by invisible chains. One felt suddenly that this life was almost devoid of sound, or so poor in sounds that it amounted to dumbness. The sides of the sledges squeaked, the doors of the shops slammed, sellers of pies and honey cried their wares, but their voices sounded unhappy, unwilling. They were all alike; one quickly became used to them, and ceased to pay attention to them.


    The church-bells tolled funerally. That melancholy sound was always in my ears. It seemed to float in the air over the market-place without ceasing from morning to night; it was mingled with all my thoughts and feelings; it lay like a copper veneer over all my impressions.


    Tedium, coldness, and want breathed all around: from the earth covered with dirty snow, from the gray snow-drift on the roof, from the flesh-colored bricks of the buildings; tedium rose from the chimneys in a thick gray smoke, and crept up to the gray, low, empty sky; with tedium horses sweated and people sighed. They had a peculiar smell of their own, these people — the oppressive dull smell of sweat, fat, hemp oil, hearth-cakes, and smoke. It was an odor which pressed upon one’s head like a warm close-fitting cap, and ran down into one’s breast, arousing a strange feeling of intoxication, a vague desire to shut one’s eyes, to cry out despairingly, to run away somewhere and knock one’s head against the first wall.


    I gazed into the faces of the merchants, over-nourished, full-blooded, frost-bitten, and as immobile as if they were asleep. These people often yawned, opening their mouths like fish which have been cast on dry land.


    In winter, trade was slack and there was not in the eyes of the dealer that cautious, rapacious gleam which somehow made them bright and animated in the summer. The heavy fur coats hampered their movements, bowed them to the earth. As a rule they spoke lazily, but when they fell into a passion, they grew vehement. I had an idea that they did this purposely, in order to show one another that they were alive.


    It was perfectly clear to me that tedium weighed upon them, was killing them, and the unsuccessful struggle against its overwhelming strength was the only explanation I could give of their cruelty and senseless amusements at the expense of others.


    Sometimes I discussed this with Petr Vissilich.


    Although as a rule he behaved to me scornfully and jeeringly, he liked me for my partiality for books, and at times he permitted himself to talk to me instructively, seriously.


    “I don’t like the way these merchants live,” I said.


    Twisting a strand of his beard in his long fingers, he said:


    “And how do you know how they live? Do you then often visit them at their houses? This is merely a street, my friend, and people do not live in a street; they simply buy and sell, and they get through that as quickly as they can, and then go home again! People walk about the streets with their clothes on, and you do not know what they are like under their clothes. What a man really is is seen in his own home, within his own four walls, and how he lives there — that you know nothing about!”


    “Yes, but they have the same ideas whether they are here or at home, don’t they?”


    “And how can any one know what ideas his neighbors have?” said the old man, making his eyes round. “Thoughts are like lice; you cannot count them. It may be that a man, on going to his home, falls on his knees and, weeping, prays to God: Torgive me, Lord, I have defiled Thy holy day!’ It may be that his house is a sort of monastery to him, and he lives there alone with his God. You see how it is! Every spider knows its own corner, spins its own web, and understands its own position, so that it may hold its own.”


    When he spoke seriously, his voice went lower and lower to a deep base, as if he were communicating secrets.


    “Here you are judging others, and it is too soon for you; at your age one lives not by one’s reason but by one’s eyes. What you must do is to look, remember, and hold your tongue. The mind is for business, but faith is for the soul. It is good for you to read books, but there must be moderation in all things, and some have read themselves into madness and godlessness.”


    I looked upon him as immortal; it was hard for me to believe that he might grow older and change. He liked to tell stories about merchants and coiners who had become notorious. I had heard many such stories from grandfather, who told them better than the valuer, but the underlying theme was the same — that riches always lead to sin towards God and one’s fellow-creatures. Petr Vassilich had no pity for human creatures, but he spoke of God with warmth of feeling, sighing and covering his eyes.


    “And so they try to cheat God, and He, the Lord Jesus Christ, sees it all and weeps. ‘My people, my people, my unhappy people, hell is being prepared for you!’”


    Once I jokingly reminded him:


    “But you cheat the peasants yourself.”


    He was not offended by this.


    “Is that a great matter as far as I am concerned?” he said. “I may rob them of from three to five rubles, and that is all it amounts to!”


    When he found me reading, he would take the book out of my hands and ask me questions about what I had read, in a fault-finding manner. With amazed incredulity he would say to the shopman:


    “Just look at that now; he understands books, the young rascal!”


    And he would give me a memorable, intelligent lecture:


    “Listen to what I tell you now; it is worth your while. There were two Kyrills, both of them bishops; one Kyrill of Alexandria, and the other Kyrill of Jerusalem. The first warred against the cursed heretic, Nestorius, who taught obscenely that Our Lady was born in original sin and therefore could not have given birth to God; but that she gave birth to a human being with the name and attributes of the Messiah, the Saviour of the world, and therefore she should be called not the God–Bearer, but the Christ–Bearer. Do you understand? That is called heresy! And Kyrill of Jerusalem fought against the Arian heretics.”


    I was delighted with his knowledge of church history, and he, stroking his beard with his well-cared-for, priest-like hands, boasted:


    “I am a past master in that sort of thing. When I was in Moscow, I was engaged in a verbal debate against the poisonous doctrines of the Nikonites, with both priests and seculars. I, my little one, actually conducted discussions with professors, yes! To one of the priests I so drove home the verbal scourge that his nose bled infernally, that it did!”


    His cheeks were flushed; his eyes shone.


    The bleeding of the nose of his opponent was evidently the highest point of his success, in his opinion; the highest ruby in the golden crown of his glory, and he told the story voluptuously.


    “A ha — a — andsome, wholesome-looking priest he was! He stood on the platform and drip, drip, the blood came from his nose. He did not see his shame. Ferocious was the priest as a desert lion; his voice was like a bell. But very quietly I got my words in between his ribs, like saws. He was really as hot as a stove, made red-hot by heretical malice — ekh — that was a business!”


    Occasionally other valuers came. These were Pakhomi, a man with a fat belly, in greasy clothes, with one crooked eye who was wrinkled and snarling; Lukian, a little old man, smooth as a mouse, kind and brisk; and with him came a big, gloomy man looking like a coachman, black bearded, with a deathlike face, unpleasant to look upon, but handsome, and with eyes which never seemed to move. Almost always they brought ancient books, icons and thuribles to sell, or some kind of bowl. Sometimes they brought the vendors — an old man or woman from the Volga. When their business was finished, they sat on the counter, looking just like crows on a furrow, drank tea with rolls and lenten sugar, and told each other about the persecutions of the Nikonites.


    Here a search had been made, and books of devotion had been confiscated; there the police had closed a place of worship, and had contrived to bring its owner to justice under Article 103. This Article 103 was frequently the theme of their discussions, but they spoke of it calmly, as of something unavoidable, like the frosts of winter. The words police, search, prison, justice, Siberia — these words, continually recurring in their conversations about the persecutions for religious beliefs, fell on my heart like hot coals, kindling sympathy and fellow feeling for these Old Believers. Reading had taught me to look up to people who were obstinate in pursuing their aims, to value spiritual steadfastness.


    I forgot all the bad which I saw in these teachers of life. I felt only their calm stubbornness, behind which, it seemed to me, was hidden an unwavering belief in the teachings of their faith, for which they were ready to suffer all kinds of torments.


    At length, when I had come across many specimens of these guardians of the old faith, both among the people and among the intellectuals, I understood that this obstinacy was the oriental passivity of people who never moved from the place whereon they stood, and had no desire to move from it, but were bound by strong ties to the ways of the old words, and worn-out ideas. They were steeped in these words and ideas. Their wills were stationary, incapable of looking forward, and when some blow from without cast them out of their accustomed place, they mechanically and without resistance let themselves roll down, like a stone off a hill. They kept their own fasts in the graveyards of lived-out truths, with a deadly strength of memory for the past, and an insane love of suffering and persecution; but if the possibility of suffering were taken away from them, they faded away, disappeared like a cloud on a fresh winter day.


    The faith for which they, with satisfaction and great self-complacency, were ready to suffer is incontestably a strong faith, but it resembles well-worn clothes, covered with all kinds of dirt, and for that very reason is less vulnerable to the ravages of time. Thought and feeling become accustomed to the narrow and oppressive envelope of prejudice and dogma, and although wingless and mutilated, they live in ease and comfort.


    This belief founded on habits is one of the most grievous and harmful manifestations of our lives. Within the domains of such beliefs, as within the shadows of stone walls, anything new is born slowly, is deformed, and grows ansemic. In that dark faith there are very few of the beams of love, too many causes of offense, irritations, and petty spites which are always friendly with hatred. The flame of that faith is the phosphorescent gleam of putrescence.


    But before I was convinced of this, I had to live through many weary years, break up many images in my soul, and cast them out of my memory. But at the time when I first came across these teachers of life, in the midst of tedious and sordid realities, they appeared to me as persons of great spiritual strength, the best people in the world. Almost every one of them had been persecuted, put in prison, had been banished from different towns, traveling by stages with convicts. They all lived cautious, hidden lives.


    However, I saw that while pitying the “narrow spirit” of the Nikonites, these old people willingly and with great satisfaction kept one another within narrow bounds.


    Crooked Pakhomie, when he had been drinking, liked to boast of his wonderful memory with regard to matters of the faith. He had several books at his finger-ends, as a Jew has his Talmud. He could put his finger on his favorite page, and from the word on which he had placed his finger, Pakhomie could go on reciting by heart in his mild, snuffling voice. He always looked on the floor, and his solitary eye ran over the floor disquietingly, as if he were seeking some lost and very valuable article.


    The book with which he most often performed this trick was that of Prince Muishetzki, called “The Russian Vine,” and the passage he best knew was, “The long suffering and courageous suffering of wonderful and valiant martyrs,” but Petr Vassilitch was always trying to catch him in a mistake.


    “That’s a lie! That did not happen to Cyprian the Mystic, but to Denis the Chaste.”


    “What other Denis could it be? You are thinking of Dionysius.”


    “Don’t shuffle with words!”


    “And don’t you try to teach me!”


    In a few moments both, swollen with rage, would be looking fixedly at one another, and saying:


    “Perverter of the truth! Away, shameless one!”


    Pakhomie answered, as if he were adding up accounts:


    “As for you, you are a libertine, a goat, always hanging round the women.”


    The shopman, with his hands tucked into his sleeves, smiled maliciously, and, encouraging the guardians of the ancient religion, cried, just like a small boy:


    “Th — a — at’s right! Go it!”


    One day when the old men were quarreling, Petr Vassilitch slapped his comrade on the face with unexpected swiftness, put him to flight, and, wiping the sweat from his face, called after the fugitive:


    “Look out; that sin lies to your account! You led my hand into sin, you accursed one; you ought to be ashamed of yourself!”


    He was especially fond of reproaching his comrades in that they were wanting in firm faith, and predicting that they would fall away into “Protestantism.”


    “That is what troubles you, Aleksasha — the sound of the cock crowing!”


    Protestantism worried and apparently frightened him, but to the question, “What is the doctrine of that sect?” he answered, not very intelligibly:


    “Protestantism is the most bitter heresy; it acknowledges reason alone, and denies God! Look at the


    Bible Christians, for example, who read nothing but the Bible, which came from a German, from Luther, of whom it was said: He was rightly called Luther, for if you make a verb of it, it runs: Lute bo, lubo luto! And all that comes from the west, from the heretics of that part of the world.”


    Stamping his mutilated foot, he would say coldly and heavily:


    “Those are they whom the new Ritualists will have to drive out, whom they will have to watch, — yes, and burn too! But not us — we are of the true faith. Eastern, we are of the faith, the true, eastern, original Russian faith, and all the others are of the west, spoiled by free will! What good has ever come from the Germans, or the French? Look what they did in the year 12 — .”


    Carried away by his feelings, he forgot that it was a boy who stood before him, and with his strong hands he took hold of me by the belt, now drawing me to him, now pushing me away, as he spoke beautifully, emotionally, hotly, and youthfully:


    “The mind of man wanders in the forest of its own thoughts. Like a fierce wolf it wanders, the devil’s assistant, putting the soul of man, the gift of God, on the rack! What have they imagined, these servants of the devil? The Bogomuili, through whom Protestantism came, taught thus: Satan, they say, is the son of God, the elder brother of Jesus Christ, That is what they have come to! They taught people also not to obey their superiors, not to work, to abandon wife and children; a man needs nothing, no property whatever in his life; let him live as he chooses, and the devil shows him how. That Aleksasha has turned up here again.”


    At this moment the shopman set me to do some work, and I left the old man alone in the gallery, but he went on talking to space:


    “O soul without wings! O blind-born kitten, whither shall I run to get away from you?”


    And then, with bent head and hands resting on hi? knees, he fell into a long silence, gazing, intent and motionless, up at the gray winter sky.


    He began to take more notice of me, and his manner was kinder. When he found me with a book, he would glance over my shoulder, and say:


    “Read, youngster, read; it is worth your while I It may be that you are clever; it is a pity that you think so little of your elders. You can stand up to any one, you think, but where will your sauciness land you in the end? It will lead you nowhere, youngster, but to a convict’s prison. Read by all means; but remember that books are books, and use your own brains I Danilov, the founder of the Xlist sect, came to the conclusion that neither old nor new books were necessary, and he put them all in a sack, and threw them in the water. Of course that was a stupid thing to do, but And now that cur, Aleksasha, must come disturbing us.”


    He was always talking about this Aleksasha, and one day he came into the shop, looking preoccupied and stem, and explained to the shopman:


    “Aleksander Vassiliev is here in the town; he came yesterday. I have been looking for him for a long time, but he has hidden himself somewhere!”


    The shopman answered in an unfriendly tone:


    “I don’t know anything about him!”


    Bending his head, the old man said:


    “That means that for you, people are either buyers or sellers, and nothing more! Let us have some tea.”


    When I brought in the big copper tea-pot, there were visitors in the shop. There was old Lukian, smiling happily, and behind the door in a dark corner sat a stranger dressed in a dark overcoat and high felt boots, with a green belt, and a cap set clumsily over his brows. His face was indistinct, but he seemed to be quiet and modest, and he looked somewhat like a shopman who had just lost his place and was very dejected about it.


    Petr Vassilich, not glancing in his direction, said something sternly and ponderously, and he pulled at his cap all the time, with a convulsive movement of his right hand. He would raise his hand as if he were about to cross himself, and push his cap upwards, and he would do this until he had pushed it as far back as his crown, when he would again pull it over his brows. That convulsive movement reminded me of the mad beggar, Igosha, “Death in his pocket.”


    “Various kinds of reptiles swim in our muddy rivers, and make the water more turbid than ever,” said Petr Vassilich.


    The man who resembled a shopman asked quietly and gently:


    “Do you mean that for me?”


    “And suppose I do mean it for you?”


    Then the man asked again, not loudly but very frankly:


    “Well, and what have you to say about yourself, man?”


    “What I have to say about myself, I say to God — that is my business.”


    “No, man, it is mine also,” said the new-comer solemnly and firmly. “Do not turn away your face from the truth, and don’t blind yourself deliberately; that is the great sin towards God and your fellow-creatures!”


    I liked to hear him call Petr Vassilich “man,” and his quiet, solemn voice stirred me. He spoke as a good priest reads, “Lord and Master of my life,” and bending forward, got off his chair, spreading his hands before his face:


    “Do not judge me; my sins are not more grievous than yours.”


    The samovar boiled and hissed, the old valuer spoke contemptuously, and the other continued, refusing to be stopped by his words:


    “Only God knows who most befouls the source of the Holy Spirit. It may be your sin, you book-learned, literary people. As for me, I am neither book-learned nor literary; I am a man of simple life.”


    “We know all about your simplicity — we have heard of it — more than we want to hear!”


    “It is you who confuse the people; you break up the true faith, you scribes and Pharisees. I — what shall I say? Tell me—”


    “Heresy,” said Petr Vassilich. The man held his hands before his face, just as if he were reading something written on them, and said warmly: “Do you think that to drive people from one hole to another is to do better than they? But I say no! I say: Let us be free, man! What is the good of a house, a wife, and all your belongings, in the sight of God? Let us free ourselves, man, from all that for the sake of which men fight and tear each other to pieces — from gold and silver and all kinds of property, which brings nothing but corruption and uncleannessi Not on earthly fields is the soul saved, but in the valleys of paradise! Tear yourself away from it all, I say; break all ties, all cords; break the nets of this world. They are woven by antichrist. I am going by the straight road; I do not juggle with my soul; the dark world has no part in me.”


    “And bread, water, clothes — do you have any part in them? They are worldly, you know,” said the valuer maliciously.


    But these words had no effect on Aleksander. He talked all the more earnestly, and although his voice was so low, it had the sound of a brass trumpet.


    “What is dear to you, man? The one God only should be dear to you. I stand before Him, cleansed from every stain. Remove the ways of earth from your heart and see God; you alone — He alone! So you will draw near to God; that is the only road to Him. That is the way of salvation — to leave father and mother — to leave all, and even thine eye, if it tempts thee — pluck it out! For God’s sake tear yourself from things and save your soul; take refuge in the spirit, and your soul shall live for ever and ever.”


    “Well, it is a case with you, of the dog returning to his vomit,” said Petr Vassiliev, rising, “I should have thought that you would have grown wiser since last year, but you are worse than ever.”


    The old man went swaying from the shop onto the terrace, which action disturbed Aleksander. He asked amazedly and hastily:


    “Has he gone? But — why?”


    Kind Lukian, winking consolingly, said:


    “That’s all right — that’s all right!”


    Then Aleksander fell upon him:


    “And what about you, worldling? You are also sewing rubbishy words, and what do they mean? Well — a threefold alleluia — a double”


    Lukian smiled at him and then went out on the terrace also, and Aleksander, turning to the shopman, said in a tone of conviction:


    “They can’t stand up to me, they simply can’t! They disappear like smoke before a flame.”


    The shopman looked at him from under his brows, and observed dryly:


    “I have not thought about the matter.”


    “What! Do you mean you have not thought about it? This is a business which demands to be thought about.”


    He sat for a moment in silence, with drooping head. Then the old men called him, and they all three went away.


    This man had burst upon me like a bonfire in the night. He burned brightly, and when he was extinguished, left me feeling that there was truth in his refusal to live as other men.


    In the evening, choosing a good time, I spoke about him excitedly to the head icon-painter. Quiet and kind Ivan Larionovich listened to what I had to say, and explained:


    “He belongs to the Byegouns, a sort of sect; they acknowledge no authority.”


    “How do they live?”


    “Like fugitives they wander about the earth; that is why they have been given the name Byegoun. They say that no one ought to have land, or property. And the police look upon them as dangerous, and arrest them.”


    Although my life was bitter, I could not understand how any one could run away from everything pleasant. In the life which went on around me at that time, there was much that was interesting and precious to me, and Aleksander Vassiliev soon faded from my mind.


    But from time to time, in hours of darkness, he appeared to me. He came by the fields, or by the gray road to the forest, pushed his cap aside with a convulsive movement of his white hands, unsoiled by work, and muttered:


    “I am going on the straight road; I have no part in this world; I have broken all ties.”


    In conjunction with him I remembered my father, as grandmother had seen him in her dream, with a walnut stick in his hand, and behind him a spotted dog running, with its tongue hanging out.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XIII


    
      
    


    THE icon-painting workshop occupied two rooms in a large house partly built of stone. One room had three windows overlooking the yard and one overlooking the garden; the other room had one window overlooking the garden and another facing the street. These windows were small and square, and their panes, irisated by age, unwillingly admitted the pale, diffused light of the winter days. Both rooms were closely packed with tables, and at every table sat the bent figures of icon-painters. From the ceilings were suspended glass balls full of water, which reflected the light from the lamps and threw it upon the square surfaces of the icons in white cold rays.


    It was hot and stifling in the workshop. Here worked about twenty men, icon-painters, from Palekh, Kholia, and Mstir. They all sat down in cotton overalls with unfastened collars. They had drawers made of ticking, and were barefooted, or wore sandals. Over their heads stretched, like a blue veil, the smoke of cheap tobacco, and there was a thick smell of size, varnish, and rotten eggs. The melancholy Vlandimirski song flowed slowly, like resin:


    How depraved the people have now become;

    The boy ruined the girl, and cared not who knew.


    
      
    


    They sang other melancholy songs, but this was the one they sang most often. Its long-drawn-out movement did not hinder one from thinking, did not impede the movement of the fine brush, made of weasel hair, over the surface of the icons, as it painted in the lines of the figure, and laid upon the emaciated faces of the saints the fine lines of suffering. By the windows the chaser, Golovev, plied his small hammer. He was a drunken old man with an enormous blue nose. The lazy stream of song was punctuated by the ceaseless dry tap of the hammer; it was like a worm gnawing at a tree. Some evil genius had divided the work into a long series of actions, bereft of beauty and incapable of arousing any love for the business, or interest in it. The squinting joiner, Panphil, ill-natured and malicious, brought the pieces of cypress and lilac — wood of different sizes, which he had planed and glued; the consumptive lad, Davidov, laid the colors on; his comrade, Sorokin, painted in the inscription; Milyashin outlined the design from the original with a pencil; old Golovev gilded it, and embossed the pattern in gold; the finishers drew the land — scape, and the clothes of the figures; and then they were stood with faces or hands against the wall, waiting for the work of the face-painter.


    It was very weird to see a large icon intended for an iconastasis, or the doors of the altar, standing against the wall without face, hands, or feet, — just the sacerdotal vestments, or the armor, and the short garments of archangels. These variously painted tablets suggested death. That which should have put life into them was absent, but it seemed as if it had been there, and had miraculously disappeared, leaving only its heavy vestments behind.


    When the features had been painted in by the face-painter, the icon was handed to the workman, who filled in the design of the chaser. A different workman had to do the lettering, and the varnish was put on by the head workman himself Ivan Larionovich, a quiet man. He had a gray face; his beard, too, was gray, the hair fine and silky; his gray eyes were peculiarly deep and sad. He had a pleasant smile, but one could not smile at him. He made one feel awkward, somehow. He looked like the image of Simon Stolpnik, just as lean and emaciated, and his motionless eyes looked far away in the same abstracted man — ner, through people and walls.


    Some days after I entered the workshop, the banner-worker, a Cossack of the Don, named Kapendiukhin, a handsome, mighty fellow, arrived in a state of intoxication. With clenched teeth and his gentle, wom — anish eyes blinking, he began to smash up everything with his iron fist, without uttering a word. Of medium height and well built, he cast himself on the workroom like a cat chasing rats in a cellar. The others lost their presence of mind, and hid themselves away in the corners, calling out to one another:


    “Knock him down!”


    The face-painter, Evgen Sitanov, was successful in stunning the maddened creature by hitting him on the head with a small stool. The Cossack subsided on the floor, and was immediately held down and tied up with towels, which he began to bite and tear with the teeth of a wild beast. This infuriated Evgen. He jumped on the table, and with his hands pressed close to his sides, prepared to jump on the Cossack. Tall and stout as he was, he would have inevitably crushed the breast-bone of Kapendiukhin by his leap, but at that moment Larionovich appeared on the scene in cap and overcoat, shook his finger at Sitanov, and said to the workmen in a quiet and business-like tone:


    “Carry him into the vestibule, and leave him there till he is sober.”


    They dragged the Cossack out of the workshop, set the chairs and tables straight, and once again set to work, letting fall short remarks on the strength of their comrade, prophesying that he would one day be killed by some one in a quarrel.


    “It would be a difficult matter to kill him,” said Sitanov very calmly, as if he were speaking of a business which he understood very well.


    I looked at Larionovich, wondering perplexedly why these strong, pugilistic people were so easily ruled by him. He showed every one how he ought to work; even the best workmen listened willingly to his advice; he taught Kapendiukhin more, and with more words, than the others.


    “ You, Kapendiukhin, are what is called a painter — that is, you ought to paint from life in the Italian manner. Painting in oils requires warm colors, and you have introduced too much white, and made Our Lady’s eyes as cold as winter. The cheeks are painted red, like apples, and the eyes do not seem to belong to them. And they are not put in right, either; one is looking over the bridge of the nose, and the other has moved to the temple; and the face has not come out pure and holy, but crafty, wintry. You don’t think about your work, Kapendiukhin.”


    The Cossack listened and made a wry face. Then smiling impudently with his womanish eyes, he said in his pleasant voice, which was rather hoarse with so much drinking:


    “Ekh! I — va — a — n Larionovich, my father, that is not my trade. I was born to be a musician, and they put me among monks.”


    “With zeal, any business may be mastered.”


    “No; what do you take me for? I ought to have been a coachman with a team of gray horses, eh?”


    And protruding his Adam’s apple, he drawled despairingly:


    “Eh, i-akh, if I had a leash of grayhounds

    And dark brown horses,

    Och, when I am in torment on frosty nights

    I would fly straight, straight to my love!”


    
      
    


    Ivan Larionovich, smiling mildly, set his glasses straight on his gray, sad, melancholy nose, and went away. But a dozen voices took up the song in a friendly spirit, and there flowed forth a mighty stream of song which seemed to raise the whole workshop into the air and shake it with measured blows:


    “By custom the horses know Where the little lady lives.”


    The apprentice, Pashka Odintzov, threw aside his work of pouring off the yolks of the eggs, and holding the shells in his hand, led the chorus in a masterly manner. Intoxicated by the sounds, they all forgot them — selves, they all breathed together as if they had but one bosom, and were full of the same feelings, looking sideways at the Cossack. When he sang, the workshop acknowledged him as its master; they were all drawn to him, followed the brief movements of his hands; he spread his arms out as if he were about to fly. I believe that if he had suddenly broken off his song and cried, “Let us smash up everything,” even the most serious of the workmen would have smashed the workshop to pieces in a few moments.


    He sang rarely, but the power of his tumultuous songs was always irresistible and all-conquering. It was as if these people were not very strongly made, and he could lift them up and set them on fire; as if everything was bent when it came within the warm influence of that mighty organ of his.


    As for me, these songs aroused in me a hot feeling of envy of the singer, of his admirable power over people. A painful emotion flowed over my heart, making it feel as if it would burst. I wanted to weep and call out to the singers:


    “I love you!”


    Consumptive, yellow Davidov, who was covered with tufts of hair, also opened his mouth, strangely resembling a young jackdaw newly burst out of the


    These happy, riotous songs were only sung when the Cossack started them. More often they sang the sad, drawn-out one about the depraved people, and another about the forests, and another about the death of Alexander I, “How our Alexander went to review his army.” Sometimes at the suggestion of our best face painter, Jikharev, they tried to sing some church melodies, but it was seldom a success. Jikharev always wanted one particular thing; he had only one idea of harmony, and he kept on stopping the song.


    He was a man of forty-five, dry, bald, with black, curly, gipsy-like hair, and large black brows which looked like mustaches. His pointed, thick beard was very ornamental to his fine, swarthy, unRussian face, but under his protuberant nose stuck out ferocious-looking mustaches, superfluous when one took his brows into consideration. His blue eyes did not match, the left being noticeably larger than the right.


    “Pashka,” he cried in a tenor voice to my comrade, the apprentice, “come along now, start off: Traise—’ Now people, listen!”


    Wiping his hands on his apron, Pashka led off:


    “Pr — a — a — ise—”


    “The Name of the Lord,” several voices caught it up, but Jikharev cried fussily:


    “Lower, Evgen! Let your voice come from the very depths of the soul.”


    Sitanov, in a voice so deep that it sounded like the rattle of a drum, gave forth:


    “R — rabi Gospoda (slaves of the Lord)—”


    “Not like that! That part should be taken in such a way that the earth should tremble and the doors and windows should open of themselves!”


    Jikharev was in a state of incomprehensible excitement. His extraordinary brows went up and down on his forehead, his voice broke, his fingers played on an invisible dulcimer.


    “Slaves of the Lord — do you understand?” he said importantly. “You have got to feel that right to the kernel of your being, right through the shell. Slaves, praise the Lord! How is it that you — living people — do not understand that?”


    “We never seem to get it as you say it ought to be,” said Sitanov quietly.


    “Well, let it alone then!”


    Jikharev, offended, went on with his work. He was the best workman we had, for he could paint faces in the Byzantine manner, and artistically, in the new Italian style. When he took orders for iconostasis, Larionovich took counsel with him. He had a fine knowledge of all original image-paintings; all the costly copies of miraculous icons, Theodorovski, Kazanski, and others, passed through his hands. But when he lighted upon the originals, he growled loudly:


    “These originals tie us down; there is no getting away from that fact.”


    In spite of his superior position in the workshop, he was less conceited than the others, and was kind to the apprentices — Pavl and me. He wanted to teach us the work, since no one else ever bothered about us.


    He was difficult to understand; he was not usually cheerful, and sometimes he would work for a whole week in silence, like a dumb man. He looked on every one as at strangers who amazed him, as if it were the first time he had come across such people. And although he was very fond of singing, at such times he did not sing, nor did he even listen to the songs. All the others watched him, winking at one another. He would bend over the icon which stood sideways, his tablet on his knees, the middle resting on the edge of the table, while his fine brush diligently painted the dark, foreign face. He was dark and foreign-looking himself. Suddenly he would say in a clear, offended tone:


    “Forerunner — what does that mean? Tech means in ancient language ‘to go.’ A forerunner is one who goes before, — and that is all.”


    The workshop was very quiet; every one was glancing askance at Jikharev, laughing, and in the stillness rang out these strange words:


    “He ought to be painted with a sheepskin and wings.”


    “Whom are you talking to?” I asked.


    He was silent, either not hearing my question or not caring to answer it. Then his words again fell into the expectant silence:


    “The lives of the saints are what we ought to know! What do we know? We live without wings. Where is the soul? The soul — where is it? The originals are there — yes — but where are the souls?”


    This thinking aloud caused even Sitanov to laugh derisively, and almost always some one whispered with malicious joy:


    “He will get drunk on Saturday.”


    Tall, sinewy Sitanov, a youngster of twenty-two years, with a round face without whiskers or eye-brows, gazed sadly and seriously into the corner.


    I remember when the copy of the Theodorovski Madonna, which I believe was Kungur, was finished. Jikharev placed the icon on the table and said loudly, excitedly:


    “It is finished, Little Mother! Bright Chalice, Thou! Thou, bottomless cup, in which are shed the bitter tears from the hearts of the world of creatures!”


    And throwing an overcoat over his shoulders, he went out to the tavern. The young men laughed and whistled, the elder ones looked after him with envious sighs, and Sitanov went to his work. Looking at it attentively, he explained:


    “Of course he will go and get drunk, because he is sorry to have to hand over his work. That sort of regret is not given to all.”


    Jikharev’s drinking bouts always began on Saturday, and his, you must understand, was not the usual alcoholic fever of the workman. It began thus: In the morning he would write a note and sent Pavl somewhere with it, and before dinner he would say to Larionovich:


    “I am going to the bath today.”


    “Will you be long?’


    “Well, Lord—”


    “Please don’t be gone over Tuesday!”


    Jikharev bowed his bald cranium in assent; his brows twitched. When he returned from the baths, he attired himself fashionably in a false shirt-front and a cravat, attached a long silver chain to his satin waistcoat, and went out without speaking, except to say to Pavl and me:


    “Clean up the workshop before the evening; wash the large table and scrape it.”


    Then a kind of holiday excitement showed itself in every one of them. They braced themselves up. cleaned themselves, ran to the bath, and had supper in a hurry. After supper Jikharev appeared with light refreshments, beer, and wine, and following him came a woman so exaggerated in every respect that she was almost a monstrosity. She was six feet five inches in height. All our chairs and stools looked like toys when she was there, and even tall Sitanov looked undersized beside her. She was well formed, but her bosom rose like a hillock to her chin, and her movements were slow and awkward. She was about forty years of age, but her mobile face, with its great horse-like eyes, was fresh and smooth, and her small mouth looked as if it had been painted on, like that of a cheap doll. She smiled, held out her broad hand to every one, and spoke unnecessary words:


    “How do you do? There is a hard frost today. What a stuffy smell there is here! It is the smell of paint. How do you do?”


    To look at her, so calm and strong, like a large river at high tide, was pleasant, but her speech had a soporific influence, and was both superfluous and weari — some. Before she uttered a word, she used to puff, making her almost livid cheeks rounder than ever. The young ones giggled, and whispered among themselves:


    “She is like an engine!”


    “Like a steeple!”


    Pursing her lips and folding her hands under her bosom, she sat at the cloth-covered table by the samovar, and looked at us all in turn with a kind expres — sion in her horse-like eyes.


    Every one treated her with great respect, and the younger ones were even rather afraid of her. The youths looked at that great body with eager eyes, but when they met her all-embracing glance, they lowered their own eyes in confusion. Jikharev was also respectful to his guest, addressed her as “you,” called her “little comrade,” and pressed hospitality upon her, bowing low the while.


    “Now don’t you put yourself out,” she drawled sweetly. “What a fuss you are making of me, really!”


    As for herself, she lived without hurry; her arms moved only from the elbow to the wrist, while the elbows themselves were pressed against her sides. From her came an ardent smell, as of hot bread. Old Golovev, stammering in his enthusiasm, praised the beauty of the woman, like a deacon chanting the divine praises; She listened, smiling affably, and when he had become involved in his speech, said of herself:


    “We were not a bit handsome when we were young; this has all come through living as a woman. By the time we were thirty, we had become so remarkable that even the nobility interested themselves in us, and one district commander actually promised a carriage with a pair of horses.”


    Kapendiukhin, tipsy and dishevelled, looked at her with a glance of hatred, and asked coarsely:


    “What did he promise you that for?”


    “In return for our love, of course,” explained the guest.


    “Love,” muttered Kapendiukhin, “what sort of love?”


    “Such a handsome young man as you are must know all about love,” answered the woman simply.


    The workshop shook with laughter, and Sitanov growled to Kapendiukhin:


    “A fool, if no worse, she is! People only love that way through a great passion, as every one knows.”


    He was pale with the wine he had drunk; drops of sweat stood on his temples like pearls; his intelligent eyes burned alarmingly.


    But old Golovev, twitching his monstrous nose, wiped the tears from his eyes with his fingers, and asked:


    “How many children did you have?”


    “Only one.”


    Over the table hung a lamp; over the stove, another. They gave a feeble light; thick shadows gathered in the corners of the workshop, from which looked half-painted headless figures. The dull, gray patches in place of hands and heads look weird and large, and, as usual, it seemed to me that the bodies of the saints had secretly disappeared from the painted garments. The glass balls, raised right up to the ceiling, hung there on hooks in a cloud of smoke, and gleamed with a blue light.


    Jikharev went restlessly round the table, pressing hospitality on every one. His broad, bald skull inclined first to one and then to another, his thin fingers always were on the rriove. He was very thin, and his nose, which was like that of a bird of prey, seemed to have grown sharper; when he stood sideways to the light, the shadow of his nose lay on his cheek.


    “Drink and eat, friends,” he said in his ringing tenor.


    “Why do you worry yourself, comrade? They all have hands, and every one has his own hands and his own appetite; more than that no one can eat, however much they may want to!”


    “Rest yourself, people,” cried Jikharev in a ringing voice. “My friends, we are all the slaves of God; let us sing, Traise His Name.’”


    The chant was not a success; they were all enervated and stupefied by eating and vodka-drinking. In Kapendiukhin’s hands was a harmonica with a double keyboard; young Victor Salautin, dark and serious as a young crow, took up a drum, and let his fingers wander over the tightly stretched skin, which gave forth a deep sound; the tambourines tinkled.


    “The Russian dance!” commanded Jikharev, “little comrade, please.”


    “Ach!” sighed the woman, rising, “what a worry you are!”


    She v/ent to the space which had been cleared, and stood there solidly, like a sentry. She wore a short brown skirt, a yellow batiste blouse, and a red handkerchief on her head.


    The harmonica uttered passionate lamentations; its little bells rang; the tambourines tinkled; the skin of the drum gave forth a heavy, dull, sighing sound. This had an unpleasant effect, as if a man had gone mad and was groaning, sobbing, and knocking his head against the wall.


    Jikharev could not dance. He simply moved his feet about, and setting down the heels of his brightly polished boots, jumped about like a goat, and that not in time with the clamorous music. His feet seemed to belong to some one else; his body writhed unbeautifully; he struggled like a wasp in a spider’s web, or a fish in a net. It was not at all a cheerful sight. But all of them, even the tipsy ones, seemed to be impressed by his convulsions; they all watched his face and arms in silence. The changing expressions of his face were amazing. Now he looked kind and rather shy, suddenly he became proud, and frowned harshly; now he seemed to be startled by something, sighed, closed his eyes for a second, and when he opened them, wore a sad expression. Clenching his fists he stole up to the woman, and suddenly stamping his feet, fell on his knees in front of her with arms outspread and raised brows, smiling ardently. She looked down upon him with an affable smile, and said to him calmly:


    “Stand up, comrade.”


    She tried to close her eyes, but those eyes, which were in circumference like a three copeck piece, would not close, and her face wrinkled and assumed an unpleasant expression.


    She could not dance either, and did nothing but move her enormous body from side to side, noiselessly transferring it from place to place. In her left hand was a handkerchief which she waved languidly; her right was placed on her hip. This gave her the appearance of a large pitcher.


    And Jikharev moved round this massive woman with so many different changes of expression that he seemed to be ten different men dancing, instead of one. One was quiet and humble, another proud and terrifying; in the third movement he was afraid, sighing gently,, as if he desired to slip away unnoticed from the large, unpleasant woman. But still another person appeared, gnashing his teeth and writhing convulsively like a wounded dog. This sad, ugly dance reminded me of the soldiers, the laundresses, and the cooks, and their vile behavior.


    Sitanov’s quiet words stuck in my memory:


    “In these affairs every one lies; that’s part of the business. Every one is ashamed; no one loves any one — but it is simply an amusement.”


    I did not wish to believe that “every one lied in these affairs.” How about Queen Margot, then? And of course Jikharev was not lying. And I knew that Sitanov had loved a “street” girl, and she had deceived him. He had not beaten her for it, as his comrades advised him to do, but had been kind to her.


    The large woman went on rocking, smiling like a corpse, waving her handkerchief. Jikharev jumped convulsively about her, and I looked on and thought: “Could Eve, who was able to deceive God, have been anything like this horse?” I was seized by a feeling of dislike for her.


    The faceless images looked from the dark walls; the dark night pressed against the window-panes. The lamps burned dimly in the stuffy workshop; if one listened, one could hear above the heavy trampling and the din of voices the quick dropping of water from the copper wash-basin into the tub.


    How unlike this was to the life I read of in books! It was painfully unlike it. At length they all grew weary of this, and Kapendiukhin put the harmonica into Salautin’s hands, and cried:


    “Go on! Fire away!”


    He danced like Vanka Tzigan, just as if he was swimming in the air. Then Pavl Odintzov and Sorokhin danced passionately and lightly after him. The consumptive Davidov also moved his feet about the floor, and coughed from the dust, smoke, and the strong odor of vodka and smoked sausage, which always smells like tanned hide.


    They danced, and sang, and shouted, but each remembered that they were making merry, and gave each other a sort of test — a test of agility and endurance.


    Tipsy Sitanov asked first one and then another:


    “Do you think any one could really love a woman like that?”


    He looked as if he were on the verge of tears.


    Larionovich, lifting the sharp bones of his shoulders, answered:


    “A woman is a woman — what more do you want?”


    The two of whom they spoke disappeared unnoticed. Jikharev reappeared in the workshop in two er three days, went to the bath, and worked for two weeks in his comer, without speaking, pompous and estranged from every one.


    “Have they gone?” asked Sitanov of himself, looking round the workshop with sad blue-gray eyes. His face was not handsome, for there was something elderly about it, but his eyes were clear and good. Sit — anov was friendly to me — a fact which I owed to my thick note-book in which I had written poetry. He did not believe in God, but it was hard to understand who in the workshop, beside Larionovich, loved God and believed in Him. They all spoke of Him with levity, derisively, just as they liked to speak of their mistresses. Yet when they dined, or supped, thev all crossed themselves, and when they went to bed, they said their prayers, and went to church on Sundays and feast days.


    Sitanov did none of these things, and he was counted as an unbeliever.


    “There is no God,” he said.


    •”Where did we all come from, then?”


    “I don’t know.”


    When I asked him how God could possibly not be, he explained:


    “Don’t you see that God is height!”


    He raised his long arm above his head, then lowered it to an arshin from the floor, and said:


    “And man is depth! Is that true? And it is written: Man was created in the image and likeness of God, — as you know! And what is Golovev like?”


    This defeated me. The dirty and drunken old man, in spite of his years, was given to an unmentionable sin. I remembered the Viatski soldier, Ermokhin, and grandmother’s sister. Where was God’s likeness in them?


    “Human creatures are swine — as you know,” said Sitanov, and then he tried to console me. “Never mind, Maxim, there are good people; there are!”


    He was easy to get on with; he was so simple. When he did not know anything, he said frankly:


    “I don’t know; I never thought about it!”


    This was something unusual. Until I met him, I had only come across people who knew everything and talked about everything. It was strange to me to see in his note-book, side by side with good poetry which touched the soul, many obscene verses which aroused no feeling but that of shame. When I spoke to him about Pushkin, he showed me “Gavrialad,” which had been copied in his book.


    “What is Pushkin? Nothing but a jester, but that Benediktov — he is worth paying attention to.”


    And closing his eyes he repeated softly:


    “Look at the bewitching bosom Of a beautiful woman.”


    For some reason he was especially partial to the three lines which he quoted with joyful pride:


    “Not even the orbs of an eagle Into that warm cloister can penetrate And read that heart.”


    “Do you understand that?”


    It was very uncomfortable to me to have to acknowledge that I did not understand what he was so pleased about.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XIV


    
      
    


    MY duties in the workshop were not complicated. In the morning when they were all asleep, I had to prepare the samovar for the men, and while they drank tea in the kitchen, Pavl and I swept and dusted the workshop, set out red, yellow, or white paints, and then I went to the shop. In the evening I had to grind up colors and “watch” the work. At first I watched with great interest, but I soon realized that all the men who were engaged on this handicraft which was divided up into so many processes, disliked it, and suffered from a torturing boredom.


    The evenings were free. I used to tell them stories about life on the steamer and different stories out of books, and without noticing how it came about, I soon held a peculiar position in the workshop as story-teller and reader.


    I soon found out that all these people knew less than I did; almost all of them had been stuck in the narrow cage of workshop life since their childhood, and were still in it. Of all the occupants of the workshop, only Jikharev had been in Moscow, of which he spoke suggestively and frowningly:


    “Moscow does not believe in tears; there they know which side their bread is buttered.”


    None of the rest had been farther than Shuya, or Vladimir. When mention was made of Kazan, they asked me:


    “Are there many Russians there? Are there any churches?”


    For them, Perm was in Siberia, and they would not believe that Siberia was beyond the Urals.


    “Sandres come from the Urals; and sturgeon — where are they found? Where do they get them? From the Caspian Sea? That means that the Urals are on the sea!”


    Sometimes I thought that they were laughing at me when they declared that England was on the other side of the Atlantic, and that Bonaparte belonged by birth to a noble family of Kalonga. When I told them stories of what I had seen, they hardly believed me, but they all loved terrible tales intermixed with history. Even the men of mature years evidently preferred imagination to the truth. I could see very well that the more improbable the events, the more fantastic the story, the more attentively they listened to me. On the whole, reality did not interest them, and they all gazed dreamily into the future, not wishing to see the poverty and hideousness of the present.


    This astonished me so much the more, inasmuch as I had felt keenly enough the contradiction existing between life and books. Here before me were living people, and in books there were none like them — no Smouri, stoker Yaakov, fugitive Aleksander Vassiliev, Jikharev. or washerwoman Natalia.


    In Davidov’s trunk a torn copy of Golitzinski’s stories was found— “Ivan Vuijigin,” “The Bulgar,” “A Volume of Baron Brambeuss.” I read all these aloud to them, and they were delighted. Larionovich said:


    “Reading prevents quarrels and noise; it is a good thing!”


    I began to look about diligently for books, found them, and read almost every evening. Those were pleasant evenings. It was as quiet as night in the workshop; the glass balls hung over the tables like white cold stars, their rays lighting up shaggy and bald heads. I saw round me at the table, calm, thoughtful faces; now and again an exclamation of praise of the author, or hero was heard. They were attentive and benign, quite unlike themselves. I liked them very much at those times, and they also behaved well to me. I felt that I was in my right place.


    “When we have books it is like spring with us; when the winter frames are taken out and for the first time we can open the windows as we like,” said Sitanov one day.


    It was hard to find books. We could not afford to subscribe to a library, but I managed to get them somehow, asking for them wherever I went, as a charity. One day the second officer of the fire brigade gave me the first volume of “Lermontov,” and it was from this that I felt the power of poety, and its mighty influence over people. I remember even now how, at the first lines of “The Demon,” Sitanov looked first at the book and then at my face, laid down his brush on the table, and, embracing his knee with his long arms, rocked to and fro, smiling.


    “Not so much noise, brothers,” said Larionovich, and also laying aside his work, he went to Sitanov’s table where I was reading. The poem stirred me painfully and sweetly; my voice was broken; I could hardly read the lines. Tears poured from my eyes. But what moved me still more was the dull, cautious movement of the workmen. In the workshop everything seemed to be diverted from its usual course — drawn to me as if I had been a magnet. When I had finished the first part, almost all of them were standing round the table, closely pressing against one an — other, embracing one another, frowning and laugh — ing.


    “Go on reading,” said Jikharev, bending my head over the book.


    When I had finished reading, he took the book, looked at the title, put it under his arm, and said:


    “We must read this again! We will read it tomorrow! I will hide the book away.”


    He went away, locked “Lermontov” in his drawer, and returned to his work. It was quiet in the workshop; the men stole back to their tables. Sitanov went to the window, pressed his forehead against the glass, and stood there as if frozen. Jikharev, again laying down his brush, said in a stern voice:


    “Well, such is life; slaves of God — yes — ah!”


    He shrugged his shoulders, hid his face, and went on:


    “I can draw the devil himself; black and rough, with wings of red flame, with red lead, but the face, hands, and feet — these should be bluish-white, like snow on a moonlight night.”


    Until close upon suppertime he revolved about on his stool, restless and unlike himself, drumming with his fingers and talking unintelligibly of the devil, of women and Eve, of paradise, and of the sins of holy men.


    “That is all true!” he declared. “If the saints sinned with sinful women, then of course the devil may sin with a pure soul.”


    They listened to him in silence; probably, like me, they had no desire to speak. They worked unwillingly, looking all the time at their watches, and as soon as it struck ten, they put away their work altogether.


    Sitanov and Jikharev went out to the yard, and I went with them. There, gazing at the stars, Sitanov said:


    “Like a wandering caravan Thrown into space, it shone.”


    “You did not make that up yourself!” “I can never remember words,” said Jikharev, shivering in the bitter cold. “I can’t remember anything; but he, I see — It is an amazing thing — a man who actually pities the devil! He has made you sorry for him, hasn’t he?”


    “He has,” agreed Sitanov.


    “There, that is a real man!” exclaimed Jikharev reminiscently. In the vestibule he warned me: “You, Maxim, don’t speak to any one in the shop about that book, for of course it is a forbidden one.”


    I rejoiced; this must be one of the books of which the priest had spoken to me in the confessional.


    We supped languidly, without the usual noise and talk, as if something important had occurred and we could not keep from thinking about it, and after supper, when we were going to bed, Jikharev said to me, as he drew forth the book:


    “Come, read it once more!”


    Several men rose from their beds, came to the table, and sat themselves round it, undressed as they were, with their legs crossed.


    And again when I had finished reading, Jikharev said, strumming his fingers on the table:


    “That is a living picture of him! Ach, devil, devil — that’s how he is, brothers, eh?”


    Sitanov leaned over my shoulder, read something, and laughed, as he said:


    “I shall copy that into my own note-book.”


    Jikharev stood up and carried the book to his own table, but he turned back and said in an offended, shaky voice:


    “We live like blind puppies — to what end we do not know. We are not necessary either to God or the devil! How are we slaves of the Lord? The Jehovah of slaves and the Lord Himself speaks with them! With Moses, tool He even gave Moses a name; it means This is mine’ — a man of God. And we — what are we?”


    He shut up the book and began to dress himself, asking Sitanov:


    “Are you coming to the tavern?”


    “I shall go to my own tavern,” answered Sitanov softly.


    When they had gone out, I lay down on the floor by the door, beside Pavl Odintzov. He tossed about for a long time, snored, and suddenly began to weep quietly.


    “What is the matter with you?”


    “I am sick with pity for all of them,” he said. “This is the fourth year of my life with them, and I know all about them.”


    I also was sorry for these people. We did not go to sleep for a long time, but talked about them in whispers, finding goodness, good traits in each one of them, and also something which increased our childish pity.


    I was very friendly with Pavl Odintzov. They made a good workman of him in the end, but it did not last long; before the end of three years he had begun to drink wildly, later on I met him in rags on the Khitrov market-place in Moscow, and not long ago I heard that he had died of typhoid. It is painful to remember how many good people in my life I have seen senselessly ruined. People of all nations wear themselves out, and to ruin themselves comes natural, but nowhere do they wear themselves out so terribly quickly, so senselessly, as in our own Russia.


    Then he was a round-headed boy two years older than myself; he was lively, intelligent, and upright; he was talented, for he could draw birds, cats, and dogs excellently, and was amazingly clever in his caricatures of the workmen, always depicting them as feathered. Sitanov was shown as a sad-looking wood-cock standing on one leg, Jikharev as a cock with a torn comb and no feathers on his head; sickly Davidov was an injured lapwing. But best of all was his drawing of the old chaser, Golovev, representing him as a bat with large whiskers, ironical nose, and four feet with six nails on each. From the round, dark face, white, round eyes gazed forth, the pupils of which looked like the grain of a lentil. They were placed crossways, thus giving to the face a lifelike and hideous expression.


    The workmen were not offended when Pavl showed them the caricatures, but the one of Golovev made an unpleasant impression on them all, and the artist was sternly advised:


    “You had better tear it up, for if the old man sees it, he will half kill you!”


    The dirty, putrid, everlastingly drunk old man was tiresomely pious, and inextinguishably malicious. He vilified the whole workshop to the shopman whom the mistress was about to marry to her niece, and who for that reason felt himself to be master of the whole house and the workpeople. The workmen hated him. but thcj were afraid of him, and for th€ same reason were afraid of Golovev, too.


    Pavl worried the chaser furiously and in all manner of ways, just as if he had set before himself the aim of never allowing Golovev to have a moment’s peace. I helped him in this with enthusiasm, and the workshop amused itself with our pranks, which were al — most always pitilessly coarse. But we were warned:


    “You will get into trouble, children! Kouzka–Juchek will half kill you!”


    Kouzka–Juchek was the nickname of the shopman, which was given to him on the quiet by the workshop.


    The warning did not alarm us. We painted the face of the chaser when he was asleep. One day when he was in a drunken slumber we gilded his nose, and it was three days before he was able to get the gold out of the holes in his spongy nose. But every time that we succeeded in infuriating the old man, I remembered the steamboat, and the little Viatski soldier, and I was conscious of a disturbance in my soul. In spite of his age, Golovev was so strong that he often beat us, falling upon us unexpectedly; he would beat us and then complain of us to the mistress.


    She, who was also drunk every day, and for that reason always kind and cheerful, tried to frighten us, striking her swollen hands on the table, and crying:


    “So you have been saucy again, you wild beast? He is an old man, and you ought to respect him! Who was it that put photographic solution in his glass, instead of wine?”


    “We did.”


    The mistress was amazed.


    “Good Lord, they actually admit it! Ah, accursed ones, you ought to respect old men!”


    She drove us away, and in the evening she complained to the shopman, who spoke to me angrily:


    “How can you read books, even the Holy Scriptures, and still be so saucy, eh? Take care, my brother!”


    The misjtress was solitary and touchingly sad. Sometimes when she had been drinking sweet liqueurs, she would sit at the window and sing:


    “No one is sorry for me,

    And pity have I from none;

    What my grief is no one knows;

    To whom shall I tell my sorrow.”


    
      
    


    And sobbingly she drawled in the quavering voice of age:


    “U — oo — oc.”


    One day I saw her going down the stairs with a jug of warm milk in her hands, but suddenly her legs gave way under her. She sat down, and descended the stairs, sadly bumping from step to step, and never letting the jug out of her hand. The milk splashed over her dress, and she, with her hands outstretched, cried angrily to the jug:


    “What is the matter with you, satyr? Where are you going?”


    Not stout, but soft to flabbiness, she looked like an old cat which had grown beyond catching mice, and, languid from overfeeding, could do no more than purr, dwelling sweetly on the memories of past triumphs and pleasures.


    “Here,” said Sitanov, frowning thoughtfully, “was a large — business, a fine workshop, and clever men labored at this trade; but now that is all done with, all gone to ruin, all directed by the paws of Kuzikin I . It is a case of working and working, and all for strangers! When one thinks of this, a sort of spring seems to break in one’s head. One wants to do nothing, — a fig for any kind of work I — just to lie on the roof, lie there for the whole summer and look up into the sky.”


    Pavl Odintzov also appropriated these thoughts of Sitanov, and smoking a cigarette which had been given him by his elders, philosophized about God, drunkenness, and women. He enlarged on the fact that all work disappears; certain people do it and others destroy it, neither valuing it nor understanding it.


    At such times his sharp, pleasant face frowned, aged. He would sit on his bed on the floor, embracing his knees, and look long at the blue square of the window, at the roof of the shed which lay under a fall of snow, and at the stars in the winter sky.


    The workmen snored, or talked in their sleep; one of them raved, choking with words; in the loft, Davidov coughed away what was left of his life. In the corner, body to body, wrapped in an iron-bound sleep of intoxication, lay those “slaves of God” — Kapendiukhin, Sorokhin, Pcrshin; from the walls icons with — out faces, hands, or feet looked forth. There was a close smell of bad eggs, and dirt, which had turned sour in the crevices of the floor.


    “How I pity them all!” whispered Pavl. “Lord!”


    This pity for myself and others disturbed me more and more. To us both, as I have said before, all the workmen seemed to be good people, but their lives were bad, unworthy of them, unbearably dull. At the time of the winter snowstorms, when everything on the earth — the houses, the trees — was shaken, howled, and wept, and in Lent, when the melancholy bells rang out, the dullness of it all flowed over the workshop like a wave, as oppressive as lead, weighing people down, killing all that was alive in them, driving them to the tavern, to women, who served the same purpose as vodka in helping them to forget.


    On such evenings books were of no use, so Pavl and I tried to amuse the others in our own way: smearing our faces with soot and paint, dressing ourselves up and playing different comedies composed by ourselves, heroically fighting against the boredom till we made them laugh. Remembering the “Account of how the soldier saved Peter the Great,” I turned this book into a conversational form, and climbing on to Davidov’s pallet-bed, we acted thereon cheerfully, cutting off the head of an imaginary Swede. Our audience burst out laughing.


    They were especially delighted with the legend of the Chinese devil, Sing-U-Tongia. Pashka represented the unhappy devil who had planned to do a good deed, and I acted all the other characters — the people of the field, subjects, the good soul, and even the stones on which the Chinese devil rested in great pain after each of his unsuccessful attempts to perform a good action.


    Our audience laughed loudly, and I was amazed when I saw how easily they could be made to laugh. This facility provoked me unpleasantly.


    “Ach, clowns,” they cried. “Ach, you devils!”


    But the further I went, the more I was troubled with the thought that sorrow appealed more than joy to the hearts of these people. Gaiety has no place in their lives, and as such has no value, but they evoke it from under their burdens, as a contrast to the dreamy Russian sadness. The inward strength of a gaiety which lives not of itself not because it wishes to live, but because it is aroused by the call of sad days, is suspect. And too often Russian gaiety changes suddenly into cruel tragedy. A man will be dancing as if he were breaking the shackles which bound him. Suddenly a ferocious wild beast is let loose in him, and with the unreasoning anguish of a wild beast he will throw himself upon all who come in his way, tear them in pieces, bite them, destroy them.


    This intense joy aroused by exterior forces irritated me, and stirred to self-oblivion, I began to compose and act suddenly created fantasies — for I wanted so much to arouse a real, free, and unrestrained joy in these people. I succeeded in some measure. They praised me, they were amazed at me, but the sadness which I had almost succeeded in shaking off, stole back again, gradually growing denser and stronger, harassing them.


    Gray Larionovich said kindly:


    “Well, you are an amusing fellow, God bless you!”


    “He is a boon to us,” Jikharev seconded him. “You know, Maxim, you ought to go into a circus, or a theater; you would make a good clown.”


    Out of the whole workshop only two went to the theaters, on Christmas or carnival weeks, Kapendiukhin and Sitanov, and the older workmen seriously counseled them to wash themselves from this sin in the baptismal waters of the Jordan. Sitanov particularly would often urge me:


    “Throw up everything and be an actor!”


    And much moved, he would tell me the “sad” story of the life of the actor, Yakolev.


    “There, that will show you what may happen!”


    He loved to tell stories about Marie Stuart, whom he called “the rogue,” and his peculiar delight was the “Spanish nobleman.”


    “Don Csesar de Bazan was a real nobleman. Maximich! Wonderful!”


    There was something of the “Spanish nobleman” about himself.


    One day in the market-place, in front of the fire-station, three firemen were amusing themselves by beating a peasant. A crowd of people, numbering about forty persons, looked on and cheered the soldiers. Sitanov threw himself into the brawl. With swinging blows of his long arms he struck the firemen, lifted the peasant, and carried him into the crowd, crying:


    “Take him away!”


    But he remained behind himself, one against three. The yard of the fire-station was only about ten steps away; they might easily have called others to their aid and Sitanov would have been killed. But by good luck the firemen were frightened and ran away into the yard.


    “Dogs!” he cried after them.


    On Sunday the young people used to attend boxing-matches held in the Tyessni yard behind the Petro — pavlovski churchyard, where sledge-drivers and peasants from the adjacent villages assembled to fight with the workmen. The wagoners put up against the town an eminent boxer, a Mordovan giant with a small head, and large eyes always full of tears. Wiping away the tears with the dirty sleeve of his short caftan, he stood before his backers with his legs planted widely apart, and challenged good-naturedly:


    “Come on, then; what is the matter with you? Are you cold?’


    Kapendiukhin was set up against him on our side, and the Mordovan always beat him. But the bleeding, panting Cossack said:


    “I’ll lick that Mordovan if I die for it!”


    In the end, that became the one aim of his life. He even went to the length of giving up vodka, rubbed his body with snow before he went to sleep, ate a lot of meat, and to develop his muscles, crossed himself many times every evening with two pound weights. But this did not avail him at all. Then he sewed a piece of lead inside his gloves, and boasted to Sitanov:


    “Now we will finish the Mordovan!”


    Sitanov sternly warned him:


    “You had better throw it away, or I will give you away before the fight.”


    Kapendiukhin did not believe him, but when the time for the fight arrived, Sitanov said abruptly to the Mordovan:


    “Step aside, Vassili Ivanich; I have something to Bay to Kapendiukhin first!”


    The Cossack turned purple and roared:


    “I have nothing to do with you; go away!”


    “Yes, you have!” said Sitanov, and approaching him, he looked into the Cossack’s face with a compelling glance.


    Kapendiukhin stamped on the ground, tore the gloves from his hands, thrust them in his breast, and went quickly away from the scene of his fight.


    Both our side and the other were unpleasantly surprised, and a certain important personage said angrily to Sitanov:


    “That is quite against the rules, brother, — to bring private affairs to be settled in the world of the prize ring!”


    They fell upon Sitanov from all sides, and abused him. He kept silence for a long time, but at length he said to the important personage:


    “Am I to stand by and see murder done?”


    The important personage at once guessed the truth, and actually taking off his cap said:


    “Then our gratitude is due to you!”


    “Only don’t go and spread it abroad, uncle!”


    “Why should I? Kapendiukhin is hardly ever the victor, and ill-success embitters a man. We understand! But in future we will have his gloves ex — amined before the contest.”


    “That is your affair!”


    When the important personage had gone away, our side began to abuse Kapendiukhin:


    “You have made a nice mess of it. He would have killed his man, our Cossack would, and now we have to stay on the losing side!”


    They abused him at length, captiously, to their hearts’ content.


    Sitanov sighed and said:


    “Oh, you guttersnipes!”


    And to the surprise of everyone he challenged the Mordovan to a single contest. The latter squared up and flourishing his fists said jokingly:


    “We will kill each other.”


    A good number of persons, taking hands, formed a wide, spacious circle. The boxers, looking at each other keenly, changed over, the right hand held out, the left on their breasts. The experienced people noticed at once that Sitanov’s arms were longer than those of the Mordovan. It was very quiet; the snow crunched under the feet of the boxers. Some one, unable to restrain his impatience, muttered complain — ingly and eagerly:


    “They ought to have begun by now.”


    Sitanov flourished his right hand, the Mordovan raised his left for defense, and received a straight blow under the right arm from Sitanov’s left hand. He gasped, retired, and exclaimed in a tone of satisfaction:


    “He is young, but he Is no fool!”


    They began to leap upon one another, striking each other’s breasts with blows from their mighty fists. In a few minutes not only our own people, but strangers began to cry excitedly:


    “Get your blows in quicker, image-painter! Fix him up, embosser.”


    The Mordovan was a little stronger than Sitanov, but as he was considerably the heavier, he could not deal such swift blows, and received two or three to every one he gave. But his seasoned body apparently did not suffer much, and he was laughing and exclaiming all the time, when, suddenly, with a heavy upward blow he put Sitanov’s right arm out of joint from the shoulder.


    “Part them; it is a draw!” cried several voices, and, breaking the circle, the crowd gathered round the pugilists.


    “He is not very strong but he is skilful, the image-painter,” said the Mordovan good-naturedly. “He will make a good boxer, and that I say before the whole world!”


    The elder persons began a general wrestling match, and I took Sitanov to the Feldsher bone-setter. His deed had raised him still higher in my esteem, had increased my sympathy with him, and his importance in my eyes.


    He was, in the main, very upright and honorable, and he felt that he had only done his duty, but the graceless Kapendiukhin made fun of him lightly.


    “Ekh, Genya, you live for show! You have polished up your soul like a samovar before a holiday, and you go about boasting, ‘look how brightly it shines!’ But your soul is really brass, and a very dull affair, too.”


    Sitanov remained calmly silent, either working hard or copying Lermontov’s verses into his note-book. He spent all his spare time in this copying, and when I suggested to him:


    “Why, when you have plenty of money, don’t you buy the book?” he answered:


    “No, it is better in my own handwriting.”


    Having written a page in his pretty, small hand-writing, he would read softly while he was waiting for the ink to dry:


    “Without regret, as a being apart, You will look down upon this earth, Where there is neither real happiness Nor lasting beauty.”


    And he said, half-closing his eyes:


    “That is true. Ekh! and well he knows the truth, too!”


    The behavior of Sitanov to Kapendiukhin always amazed me. When he had been drinking, the Cossack always tried to pick a quarrel with his comrade, and Sitanov would go on for a long time bearing it, and saying persuasively:


    “That will do, let me alone!”


    And then he would start to beat the drunken man so cruelly that the workmen, who regarded internal dissensions amongst themselves merely as a spectacle, in terfered between the friends, and separated them.


    “If we didn’t stop Evgen in time, he would beat any one to death, and he would never forgive himself,” they said.


    When he was sober Kapendiukhin ceaselessly jeered at Sitanov, making fun of his passion for poetry and his unhappy romance, obscenely, but unsuccessfully trying to arouse jealousy. Sitanov listened to the Cossack’s taunts in silence, without taking offense, and he sometimes even laughed with Kapendiukhin at himself.


    They slept side by side, and at night they would feold long, whispered conversations about something. These conversations gave me no peace, for I was anxious to know what these two people who were so un like each other found to talk about in such a friendly manner. But when I went near them, the Cossack veiled:


    “What do you want?”


    But Sitanov did not seem to see me.


    However, one day they called me, and the Cossack asked:


    “Maximich, if you were rich, what would you do?”


    “I would buy books.”


    “And what else?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Ekh!” said Kapendiukhin, turning away from me in disgust, but Sitanov said calmly:


    “You see; no one knows that, whether they be old or young. I tell you that riches in themselves are worth nothing, unless they are applied to some special purpose.”


    I asked them, “What are you talking about?”


    “We don’t feel inclined to sleep, and so we are talking,” answered the Cossack.


    Later, listening to them, I found that they were discussing by night those things which other people dis cussed by day — God, truth, happiness, the stupidity and cunning of women, the greediness of the rich, and the fact that life is complicated and incomprehensible.


    I always listened to their conversations eagerly; they excited me. I was pleased to think that almost every one had arrived at the same conclusion; namely, that life is evil, and that we ought to have a better form of existence! But at the same time I saw that the desire to live under better conditions would have no effect, would change nothing in the lives of the work-people, in their relations one with another. All these talks, throwing a light upon my life as it lay before me, revealed at the same time, beyond it, a sort of melancholy emptiness; and in this emptiness, like specks of dust in a pond ruffled by the wind, floated people, absurdly and exasperatingly, among them those very people who had said that such a crowd was devoid of sense. Always ready to give their opinion, they were always passing judgment on others, repeating, bragging, and starting bitter quarrels about mere trifles. They were always seriously offending one another. They tried to guess what would happen to them after death; while on the threshold of the workshop where the washstand stood, the floor-boards had rotted away. From that damp, fetid hole rose the cold, damp smell of sour earth, and it was this that made one’s feet freeze. Pavl and I stopped up this hole with straw and cloths. We often said that the boards should be renewed, but the hole grew larger and larger, and in bad weather fumes rose from it as from a pipe. Every one caught cold, and coughed. The tin ventilator in the fortochka squeaked, and when some one had oiled it, though they had all been grumbling at it, Jikharev said:


    “It is dull, now that the fortochka has stopped squeaking.”


    To come straight from the bath and lie down on a dirty, dusty bed, in the midst of dirt and bad smells, did not revolt any one of them. There were many insignificant trifles which made our lives unbearable. which might easily have been remedied, but no one took the trouble to do anything.


    They often said:


    “No one has any mercy upon human creatures, — neither God nor we ourselves.”


    But when Pavl and I washed dying Davidov, who was eaten up with dirt and insects, a laugh was raised against us. They took off their shirts and invited us to search them, called us blockheads, and jeered at us as if we had done something shameful and very ludicrous.


    From Christmas till the beginning of Lent drew near, Davidov lay in the loft, coughing protractedly, spitting blood, which, if it did not fall into the wash-hand basin, splashed on the floor. At night he woke the others with his delirious shrieks.


    Almost every day they said:


    “We must take him to the hospital!”


    But it turned out that Davidov’s passport had expired. Then he seemed better, and they said:


    “It is of no consequence after all; he will soon be dead!”


    And he would say to himself:


    “I shall soon be gone!”


    He was a quiet humorist and also tried to relieve the dullness of the workshop by jokes, hanging down his dark bony face, and saying in a wheezy voice:


    “Listen, people, to the voice of one who ascended to the loft.


    “In the loft I live,

    Early do I wake;

    Asleep or awake

    Cockroaches devour me.”


    
      
    


    “He is not downhearted!” exclaimed his audience.


    Sometimes Pavl and I went to him, and he joked with difficulty.


    “With what shall I regale you, my dear guests? A fresh little spider — would you like that?”


    He died slowly, and he grew very weary of it. He said with unfeigned vexation:


    “It seems that I can’t die, somehow; it is really a calamity!”


    His fearlessness in the face of death frightened Pavl very much. He awoke me in the night and whispered:


    “Maximich, he seems to be dying. Suppose he dies in the night, when we are lying beneath him — Oh, Lord! I am frightened of dead people.”


    Or he would say:


    “Why was he born? Not twenty-two years have passed over his head and he is dying.”


    Once, on a moonlight night he awoke, and gazing with wide-open, terrified eyes said:


    “Listen!”


    Davidov was croaking in the loft, saying quickly and clearly:


    “Give it to me — give—”


    Then he began to hiccup.


    “He is dying, by God he is; you see!” said Pavl agitatedly.


    I had been carrying snow from the yard into the fields all day, and I was very sleepy, but Pavl begged me:


    “Don’t go to sleep, please; for Christ’s sake don’t go to sleep!”


    And suddenly getting on to his knees, he cried f renziedly:


    “Get up! Davidov is dead!”


    Some of them awoke; several figures rose from the beds; angry voices were raised, asking questions.


    Kapendiukhin climbed up into the loft and said in a tone of amzement:


    “It is a fact; he is dead, although he is still warm.”


    It was quiet now. Jikharev crossed himself, and wrapping himself round in his blanket, said:


    “Well, he is in the Kingdom of Heaven now!”


    Some one suggested:


    “Let us carry him into the vestibule.”


    Kapendiukhin climbed down from the loft and glanced through the window.


    “Let him lie where he is till the morning; he never hurt any one while he was alive.”


    Pavl, hiding his head under the pillow, sobbed.


    But Sitanov did not even wake!


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XV


    
      
    


    THE snow melted away from the fields; the wintry clouds in the sky passed away; wet snow and rain fell upon the earth; the sun was slower and slower in performing his daily journey; the air grew warmer; and it seemed that the joyful spring had already arrived, sportively hiding herself behind the fields, and would soon burst upon the town itself. In the streets there was brown mud; streams ran along the gutters; in the thawed places of Arestantski Square the sparrows hopped joyfully. And in human creatures, also, was apparent the same excitement as was shown by the sparrows. Above the sounds of spring, almost uninterruptedly from morning to night, rang out the Lenten bells, stirring one’s heart with their muffled strokes. In that sound, as in the speech of an old man, there was hidden something of displeasure, as if the bells had said with cold melancholy: “Has been, this has been, has been—” On my nameday the workmen gave me a small, beautifully painted image of Alexei, the man of God, and Jikharev made an impressive, long speech, which I remember very well.


    “What are you?” said he, with much play of finger and raising of eyebrows. “Nothing more than a small boy, an orphan, thirteen years old — and I, nearly four times your age, praise you and approve of you, because you always stand with your face to people and not sideways! Stand like that always, and you will be all right!”


    He spoke of the slaves of God, and of his people, but the difference between people and slaves I could never understand, and I don’t believe that he understood it himself. His speech was long-winded, the workshop was laughing at him, and I stood, with the image in my hand, very touched and very confused, not knowing what I ought to do. At length Kapendiukhin called out irritably:


    “Oh, leave off singing his praises; his ears are already turning blue!”


    Then clapping me on the shoulder, he began to praise me himself:


    “What is good in you is what you have in common with all human creatures, and not the fact that it is difficult to scold and beat you when you have given cause for it!”


    They all looked at me with kind eyes, making good-natured fun of my confusion. A little more and I believe I should have burst out crying from the unexpected joy of finding myself valued by these people. And that very morning the shopman had said to Petr Vassilich, nodding his head toward me:


    “An unpleasant boy that, and good for nothing!”


    As usual I had gone to the shop in the morning, but at noon the shopman had said to me:


    “Go home and clear the snow off the roof of the warehouse, and clean out the cellar.”


    That it was my name-day he did not know, and I had thought that no one knew it. When the ceremony of congratulations had finished in the work — shop, I changed my clothes and climbed up to the roof of the shed to throw off the smooth, heavy snow which had accumulated during that winter. But being excited, I forgot to close the door of the cellar, and threw all the snow into it. When I jumped down to the ground, I saw my mistake, and set myself at once to get the snow away from the door. Being wet, it lay heavily; the wooden spade moved it with difficulty; there was no iron one, and I broke the spade at the very moment when the shopman appeared at the yard-gate. The truth of the Russian proverb, “Sorrow follows on the heels of joy,” was proved to me.


    “So — o — o!” said the shopman derisively, “you are a fine workman, the devil take you! If I get hold of your senseless blockhead—” He flourished the blade of the shovel over me.


    I move away, saying angrily:


    “I wasn’t engaged as a yardman, anyhow.”


    He hurled the stick against my legs. I took up a snowball and threw it right in his face. He ran away snorting, and I left off working, and went into the workshop. In a few minutes his fiancee came running downstairs. She was an agile maiden, with pim — ples on her vacant face.


    “Maximich, you are to go upstairs!”


    “I am not going!” I said. Larionich asked in an amazed undertone: “What is this? You are not going “?” I told him about the affair. With an anxious frown he went upstairs, muttering to me: “Oh, you impudent youngster—” The workshop resounded with abuse ©f the shop-man, and Kapendiukhin said:


    “Well, they will kick you out this time!” This did not alarm me. My relations with the shopman had already become unbearable. His hatred of me was undisguised and became more and more acute, while, for my part, I could not endure him. But what I wanted to know was: why did he behave so absurdly to me”? He would throw coins about the floor of the shop, and when I was sweeping, I found them, and laid them on the counter in the cup which contained the small money kept for beggars. When I guessed what these frequent finds meant I said to him:


    “You throw money about in my way on purpose!” He flew out at me and cried incautiously: “Don’t you dare to teach me! I know what I am doing!”


    But he corrected himself immediately: “And what do you mean by my throwing it about purposely? It falls about itself.”


    He forbade me to read the books in the shop, saying:


    “That is not for you to trouble your head about I


    What! Have you an idea of becoming a valuer, sluggard?’


    He did not cease his attempts to catch me in the theft of small money, and I realised that if, when I was sweeping the floor, the coin should roll into a crevice between the boards, he would declare that I had stolen it. Then I told him again that he had better give up that game, but that same day, when I re — turned from the tavern with the boiling water, I heard him suggesting to the newly engaged assistant in the neighboring shop:


    “Egg him on to steal psalters. We shall soon be having three hampers of them.”


    I knew that they were talking about me, for when I entered the shop they both looked confused; and besides these signs, I had grounds for suspecting them of a foolish conspiracy against me.


    This was not the first time that that assistant had been in the service of the man next door. He was accounted a clever salesman, but he suffered from alco — holism; in one of his drinking bouts the master had dismissed him, but had afterwards taken him back. He was an anaemic, feeble person, with cunning eyes. Apparently amiable and submissive to the slightest gesture of his master, he smiled a little, clever smile in his beard all the time, was fond of uttering sharp sayings, and exhaled the rotten smell which comes from people with bad teeth, although his own were white and strong.


    One day he gave me a terrible surprise; he came towards me smiling pleasantly, but suddenly seized my cap off my head and took hold of my hair. We began to struggle. He pushed me from the gallery into the shop, trying all the time to throw me against the large images which stood about on the floor. If he had succeeded in this, I should have broken the glass, or chipped the carving, and no doubt scratched some of the costly icons. He was very weak, and I soon overcame him; when to my great amazement the bearded man sat on the floor and cried bitterly, rubbing his bruised nose.


    The next morning when our masters had both gone out somewhere and we were alone, he said to me in a friendly manner, rubbing the lump on the bridge of his nose and under his eyes with his finger:


    “Do you think that it was of my own will or desire that I attacked you? I am not a fool, you know, and I knew that you would be more than a match for me. I am a man of little strength, a tippler. It was your master who told me to do it. ‘Lead him on,’ he said, ‘and get him to break something in the shop while he is fighting you. Let him damage something, anyhow!’ I should never have done it of my own accord; look how you have ornamented my phiz for me.”


    I believed him, and I began to be sorry for him. I knew that he lived, half-starved, with a woman who knocked him about. However, I asked him:


    “And if he told you to poison a person, I suppose you would do it?”


    “He might do that,” said the shopman with a pitiful smile; “he is capable of it.”


    Soon after this he asked me:


    “Listen, I have not a farthing; there is nothing to eat at home; my missus nags at me. Couldn’t you take an icon out of your stock and give it to me to sell, like a friend, eh? Will you”? Or a breviary?”


    I remembered the boot-shop, and the beadle of the church, and I thought: “Will this man give me away?” But it was hard to refuse him, and I gave him an icon. To steal a breviary worth several rubles, that I could not do; it seemed, to me a great crime. What would you have? Arithrnetic always lies concealed in ethics; the holy ingenuousness of “Regula — tions for the Punishment of Criminals” clearly gives away this little secret, behind which the great lie of property hides itself.


    When I heard my shopman suggesting that this miserable man should incite me to steal psalters I was afraid. It was clear that he knew how charitable I had been on the other’s behalf, and that the man from next door had told him about the icon.


    The abominableness of being charitable at another person’s expense, and the realization of the rotten trap that had been set for me — both these things aroused in me a feeling of indignation and disgust with myself and every one else. For several days I tormented myself cruelly, waiting for the arrival of the hamper with the books. At length they came, and when I was putting them away in the store-room, the shopman from next door came to me and asked me to give him a breviary.


    Then I asked him:


    “Did you tell my master about the icon?”


    “I did,” he answered in a melancholy voice; “I can keep nothing back, brother.”


    This utterly confounded me, and I sat on the floor staring at him stupidly, while he muttered hurriedly, confusedly, desperately miserable:


    “You see your man guessed — or rather, mine guessed and told yours—”


    I thought I was lost. These people had been conspiring against me, and now there was a place ready for me in the colony for youthful criminals! If that were so, nothing mattered! If one must drown, it is better to drown in a deep spot. I put a breviary into the hands of the shopman; he hid it in the sleeves of his greatcoat and went away. But he returned suddenly, the breviary fell at my feet, and the man strode away, saying:


    “I won’t take it! It would be all over with you.”


    I did not understand these words. Why should it be all over with me? But I was very glad that he had not taken the book. After this my little shop-man began to regard me with more disfavor and sus — picion than ever.


    I remembered all this when Larionich went upstairs. He did not stay there long, and came back more depressed and quiet than usual, but before supper he said to me privately:


    “I tried to arrange for you to be set free from the shop, and given over to the workshop, but it was no good. Kouzma would not have it. You are very much out of favor with him.”


    I had an enemy in the house, too — the shopman’s fiancee, an immoderately sportive damsel. All the young fellows in the workshop played about with her; they used to wait for her in the vestibule and embrace her. This did not offend her; she only squeaked like a little dog. She was chewing something from morning to night; her pockets were always full of ginger — bread or buns; her jaws moved ceaselessly. To look at her vacant face with its restless gray eyes was unpleasant. She used to ask Pavl and me riddles which always concealed some coarse obscenity, and repeated catchwords which, being said very quickly, became improper words.


    One day one of the elderly workmen said to her:


    “You are a shameless hussy, my girl!”


    To which she answered swiftly, in the words of a ribald song:


    “If a maiden is too modest, She’ll never be a woman worth having.”


    It was the first time I had ever seen such a girl. She disgusted and frightened me with her coarse playfulness, and seeing that her antics were not agreeable to me, she became more and more spiteful toward me.


    Once when Pavl and I were in the cellar helping her to steam out the casks of kvass and cucumbers she suggested:


    “Would you like me to teach you how to kiss, boys?”


    “I know how to kiss better than you do” Pavl answered, and I told her to go and kiss her future hus — band. I did not say it very politely, either.


    She was angry.


    “Oh, you coarse creature! A young lady makes herself agreeable to him and he turns up his nose. Well, I never! What a ninny!”


    And she added, shaking a threatening finger at me:


    “You just wait. I will remember that of you!”


    But Pavl said to her, taking my part:


    “Your young man would give you something if he knew about your behavior!”


    She screwed up her pimply face contemptuously.


    “I am not afraid of him! I have a dowry. I am much better than he is! A girl only has the time till she is married to amuse herself.”


    She began to play about with Pavl, and from that time I found in her an unwearying calumniator.


    My life in the shop became harder and harder. I read church books all the time. The disputes and conversations of the valuers had ceased to amuse me, for they were always talking over the same things in the same old way. Petr Vassilich alone still interested me, with his knowledge of the dark side of hu — man life, and his power of speaking interestingly and enthusiastically. Sometimes I thought he must be the prophet Elias walking the earth, solitary and vindictive. But each time that I spoke to the old man frankly about people, or about my own thoughts, he repeated all that I had said to the shopman, who either ridiculed me offensively, or abused me angrily.


    One day I told the old man that I sometimes wrote his sayings in the note-book in which I had copied various poems taken out of books. This greatly alarmed the valuer, who limped towards me swiftly, asking anxiously:


    “What did you do that for? It is not worth while, my lad. So that you may remember? No; you just give it up. What a boy you are! Now you will give me what you have written, won’t you?”


    He tried long and earnestly to persuade me to either give him the notebook, or to burn it, and then he began to whisper angrily with the shopman.


    As we were going home, the latter said to me:


    “You have been taking notes? That has got to be” stopped! Do you hear? Only detectives do that sort of thing!”


    Then I asked incautiously:


    “And what about Sitanov? He also takes notes.”


    “Also. That long fool?”


    He was silent for a long time, and then with unusual gentleness he said:


    “Listen; if you show me your note-book and Sitanov’s, too, I will give you half a ruble! Only do it on the quiet, so that Sitanov does not see.”


    No doubt he thought that I would carry out his wish, and without saying another word, he ran in front of me on his short legs.


    When I reached the house, I told Sitanov what the shopman had proposed to me. Evgen frowned.


    “You have been chattering purposely. Now he will give some one instructions to steal both our note-books. Give me yours — I will hide it. And he will turn you out before long — you see!”


    I was convinced of that, too, and resolved to leave as soon as grandmother returned to the town. She had been living at Balakhania all the winter, invited by some one to teach young girls to make lace. Grandfather was again living in Kunavin Street, but I did not visit him, and when he came to the town, he never came to see me. One day we ran into each other in the street. He was walking along in a heavy racoon pelisse, importantly and slowly. I said “How do you do” to him. He lifted his hands to shade his eyes, looked at me from under them, and then said thoughtfully:


    “Oh, it is you; you are an image-painter now. Yes, yes; all right; get along with you.”


    Pushing me out of his way, he continued his walk, slowly and importantly.


    I saw grandmother seldom. She worked unweariedly to feed grandfather, who was suffering from the malady of old age — senile weakness — and had also taken upon herself the care of my uncle’s children.


    The one who caused her the most worry was Sascha,


    Mikhail’s son, a handsome lad, dreamy and book-loving. He worked in a dyer’s shop, frequently changed his employers, and in the intervals threw himself on grandmother’s shoulders, calmly waiting until she should find him another place. She had Sascha’s sister on her shoulders, too. She had made an unfor — tunate marriage with a drunken workman, who beat her and turned her out of his house.


    Every time I met grandmother, I was more consciously charmed by her personality; but I felt already that that beautiful soul, blinded by fanciful tales, was not capable of seeing, could not understand a revelation of the bitter reality of life, and my disquietude and restlessness were strange to her.


    “You must have patience, Oleshal”


    This was all she had to say to me in reply to my stories of the hideous lives, of the tortures of people, of sorrow — of all which perplexed me, and with which I was burning.


    I was unfitted by nature to be patient, and if occasionally I exhibited that virtue which belongs to cattle, trees, and stones, I did so in the cause of self-discipline, to test my reserves of strength, my degree of stability upon earth. Sometimes young people, with the stupidity of youth, will keep on trying to lift weights too heavy for their muscles and bones; will try boastfully, like full-grown men of proved strength, to cross themselves with heavy weights, envious of the strength of their elders.


    I also did this in a double sense, physically and spiritually, and it is only due to some chance that I did not strain myself dangerously, or deform myself for the rest of my life. Besides, nothing disfigures a man more terribly than his patience, the submission of his strength to external conditions.


    And though in the end I shall lie in the earth disfigured, I can say, not without pride, to my last hour, that good people did their best for forty years to disfigure my soul, but that their labors were not very successful.


    The wild desire to play mischievous pranks, to amuse people, to make them laugh, took more and more hold upon me. I was successful in this. I could tell stories about the merchants in the market-place, impersonating them; I could imitate the peasant men and women buying and selling icons, the shopman skilfully cheating them; the valuers disputing amongst themselves.


    The workshop resounded with laughter. Often the workmen left their work to look on at my impersonations, but on all these occasions Larionich would say:


    “You had better do your acting after supper; otherwise you hinder the work.”


    When I had finished my performance I felt myself easier, as if I had thrown off a burden which weighed upon me. For half an hour or an hour my head felt pleasantly clear, but soon it felt again as if it were full of sharp, small nails, which moved about and grew hot. It seemed to me that a sort of dirty porridge was boiling around me, and that I was being gradually boiled away in it.


    I wondered: Was life really like this? And should I have to live as these people lived, never finding, never seeing anything better?


    “You are growing sulky, Maximich,” said Jikharev, looking at me attentively.


    Sitanov often asked me:


    “What is the matter with you?”


    And I could not answer him.


    Life perseveringly and roughly washed out from my soul its most delicate writings, maliciously changing them into some sort of indistinct trash, and with anger and determination I resisted its violence. I was floating on the same river as all the others, only for me the waters were colder and did not support me as easily as it did the others. Sometimes it seemed to me that I was gently sinking into unfathomable depths.


    People behaved better to me; they did not shout at me as they did at Pavl, nor harass me; they called me by my patronymic in order to emphasize their more respectful attitude toward me. This was good; but it was torturing to see how many of them drank vodka, how disgustingly drunk they became, and how injurious to them were their relations with women, although I understood that vodka and women were the only diversions that life afforded.


    I often called to mind with sorrow that that most intelligent, courageous woman, Natalia Kozlovski, was also called a woman of pleasure. And what about grandmother? And Queen Margot?


    I used to think of my queen with a feeling almost of terror; she was so removed from all the others, it was as if I had seen her in a dream.


    I began to think too much about women, and I had already revolved in my own mind the question: Shall I go on the next holiday where all the others go? This was no physical desire. I was both healthy and fastidious, but at times I was almost mad with a desire to embrace some one tender, intelligent, and frankly, unrestrainedly, as to a mother, speak to her of the disturbances of my soul.


    I envied Pavl when he told me at night of his affair with a maidservant in the opposite house.


    “It is a funny thing, brother! A month ago I was throwing snowballs at her because I did not like her, and now I sit on a bench and hug her. She is dearer to me than any one!”


    “What do you talk about?”


    “About everything, of course! She talks to me about herself, and I talk to her about myself. And then we kiss — only she is honest. In fact, brother, she is so good that it is almost a misfortune! Why, you smoke like an old soldier!”


    I smoked a lot; tobacco intoxicated me, dulled my restless thoughts, my agitated feelings. As for vodka, it only aroused in me a repulsion toward my own odor and taste, but Pavl drank with a will, and when he was drunk, used to cry bitterly:


    “I want to go home, I want to go home! Let me go home!”


    As far as I can remember he was an orphan; his mother and father had been dead a long time. Brother and sister he had none; he had lived among strangers for eight years.


    In this state of restless dissatisfaction the call of spring disturbed me still more. I made up my mind to go on a boat again, and if I could get as far as Astrakhan, to run away to Persia.


    I do not remember why I selected Persia particularly. It may have been because I had taken a great fancy to the Persian merchants on the Nijigorodski market-place, sitting like stone idols, spreading their dyed beards in the sun, calmly smoking their hookas, with large, dark, omniscient eyes.


    There is no doubt that I should have run away somewhere, but one day in Easter week, when part of the occupants of the workshop had gone to their homes, and the rest were drinking, I was walking on a sunny day on the banks of the Oka, when I met my old master, grandmother’s nephew.


    He was walking along in a light gray overcoat, with his hands in his pockets, a cigarette between his teeth, his hat on the back of his head. His pleasant face smiled kindly at me. He had the appearance of a man who is at liberty and is happy, and there was no one beside ourselves in the fields.


    “Ah, Pyeshkov, Christ is risen!”


    After we had exchanged the Easter kiss, he asked how I was living, and I told him frankly that the workshop, the town and everything in general were abhor — rent to me, and that I had made up my mind to go to Persia.


    “Give it up,” he said to me gravely. “What the devil is there in Persia? I know exactly how you arc feeling, brother; in my youth I also had the wander fever.”


    I liked him for telling me this. There was something about him good and springlike; he was a being set apart.


    “Do you smoke?” he asked, holding out a silver cigarette-case full of fat cigarettes.


    That completed his conquest of me.


    “What you had better do, Pyeshkov, is to come back to me again,” he suggested. “For this year I have undertaken contracts for the new market-place, you understand. And I can make use of you there; you will be a kind of overseer for me; you will receive all the material; you will see that it is all in its proper place, and that the workmen do not steal it. Will that suit you? Your wages will be five rubles a month, and five copecks for dinner! The women-folk will have nothing to do with you; you will go out in the morning and return in the evening. As for the women; you can ignore them; only don’t let them know that we have met, but just come to see us on Sunday at Phomin Street. It will be a change for you!”


    We parted like friends. As he said good-by, he pressed my hand, and as he went away, he actually waved his hat to me affably from a distance.


    When I announced in the workroom that I was leaving, most of the workmen showed a flattering regret. Pavl, especially, was upset.


    “Think,” he said reproachfully; “how will you live with men of all kinds, after being with us? With carpenters, house-painters — Oh, you — It is going out of the frying-pan into the fire.”


    Jikharev growled:


    “A fish looks for the deepest place, but a clever young man seeks a worse place!”


    The send-off which they gave me from the workshop was a sad one.


    “Of course one must try this and that,” said Jikharev, who was yellow from the effects of a drinking bout. “It is better to do it straight off, before you become too closely attached to something or other.”


    “And that for the rest of your life,” added Larionich softly.


    But I felt that they spoke with constraint, and from a sense of duty. The thread which had bound me to them was somehow rotted and broken.


    In the loft drunken Golovev rolled about, and muttered hoarsely:


    “I would like to see them all in prison. I know their secrets! Who believes in God here? Aha — a — !”


    As usual, faceless, uncompleted icons were propped against the wall; the glass balls were fixed to the ceiling. It was long since we had had to work with a light, and the balls, not being used, were covered with a gray coating of soot and dust. I remember the surroundings so vividly that if I shut my eyes, I can see in the darkness the whole of that basement room: all the tables, and the jars of paint on the windowsills, the bundles of brushes, the icons, the slop-pail under the brass washstand-basin which looked like a fire-man’s helmet, and, hanging from the ceiling, Go — lovev’s bare foot, which was blue like the foot of a drowned man.


    I wanted to get away quickly, but in Russia they love long-drawn-out, sad moments. When they are saying good-by, Russian people behave as if they were hearing a requiem mass.


    Jikharev, twitching his brows, said to me:


    “That book — the devil’s book — I can’t give it back to you. Will you take two greven for it?”


    The book was my own, — the old second lieutenant of the fire-brigade had given it to me — and I grudged giving Lermontov away. But when, somewhat offended, I refused the money, Jikharev calmly put the coins back in his purse, and said in an unwavering tone:


    “As you like; but I shall not give you back the book. It is not for you. A book like that would soon lead you into sin.”


    “But it is sold in shops; I have seen it!”


    But he only said with redoubled determination:


    “That has nothing to do with the matter; they sell revolvers in shops, too—”


    So he never returned Lermontov to me.


    As I was going upstairs to say good-by to my mistress, I ran into her niece in the hall.


    “Is it true what they say — that you are leaving?’


    “Yes.”


    “If you had not gone of your own accord, you would have been sent away,” she assured me, not very kindly, but with perfect frankness.


    And the tipsy mistress said:


    “Good-by, Christ be with you! You are a bad boy, an impudent boy; although I have never seen anything bad in you myself, they all say that you are a bad boy!” And suddenly she burst out crying, and said through her tears:


    “Ah, if my dead one, my sweet husband, dear soul, had been alive, he would have known how to deal with you; he would have boxed your ears and you would have stayed on. We should not have had to send you away! But nowadays things are different; if all is not exactly as you like, away you go! Och! And where will you be going, boy, and what good will it do you to stroll from place to place?”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XVI


    
      
    


    I WAS in a boat with my master, passing along the market-place between shops which were flooded to the height of the second story. I plied the oars, while my master sat in the stern. The paddle wheel, which was useless as a rudder, was deep in the water, and the boat veered about awkwardly, meandering from street to street on the quiet, muddily sleepy waters.


    “Ekh! The water gets higher and higher. The devil take it! It is keeping the work back,” grumbled my master as he smoked a cigar, the smoke of which had an odor of burning cloth. “Gently!” he cried in alarm, “we are running into a lamp-post!” He steered the boat out of danger and scolded me: “They have given me a boat, the wretches!” He showed me the spot on which, after the water had subsided, the work of rebuilding would begin. With his face shaved to a bluish tint, his mustache clipped short, and a cigar in his mouth, he did not look like a contractor. He wore a leathern jacket, high boots to his knees, and a game-bag was slung over his shoulders. At his feet was an expensive two-barelled gun, manufactured by Lebed. From time to time he restlessly changed the position of his leathern cap, pulling it over his eyes, pouting his lips and looking cau — tiously around. He pushed the cap to the back of his head, looked younger, and smiled beneath his mustache, thinking of something pleasant. No one would have thought that he had a lot of work to do, and that the long time the water took in subsiding worried him. Evidently thoughts wholly unconnected with business were passing through his mind.


    And I was overwhelmed by a feeling of quiet amazement; it seemed so strange to look upon that dead town, the straight rows of buildings with closed windows. The town was simply flooded with water, and seemed to be floating past our boat. The sky was gray. The sun had been lost in the clouds, but sometimes shone through them in large, silver, wintry patches.


    The water also was gray and cold; its flow was unnoticeable; it seemed to be congealed, fixed to one place, like the empty houses beside the shops, which were painted a dirty yellow. When the pale sun looked through the clouds, all around grew slightly brighter. The water reflected the gray texture of the sky; our boat seemed to hang in the air between two skies; the stone buildings also lifted themselves up, and with a scarcely perceptible movement floated toward the Volga, or the Oka. Around the boat were broken casks, boxes, baskets, fragments of wood and straw; sometimes a rod or joist of wood floated like a dead snake on the surface.


    Here and there windows were opened. On the roofs of the rows of galleries linen was drying, or felt boots stuck. out. A woman looked out of a window onto the gray waters. A boat was moored to the top of the cast-iron columns of a galley; her red deck made the reflection of the water look greasy and meat-like.


    Nodding his head at these signs of life, my master explained to me:


    “This is where the market watchman lives. He climbs out of the window onto the roof, gets into his boat, and goes out to see if there are any thieves about. And if there are none, he thieves on his own account.”


    He spoke lazily, calmly, thinking of something else. All around was quiet, deserted, and unreal, as if it were part of a dream. The Volga and the Oka flowed into an enormous lake; in the distance on a rugged hillside the town was painted in motley colors. Gardens were still somberly clothed, but the buds were bursting on the trees, and foliage clad houses and churches in a warm, green mantle. Over the water crept the muffled sound of the Easter-tide bells. The murmur of the town was audible, while here it was just like a forgotten graveyard.


    Our boat wended its way between two rows of black trees; we were on the high road to the old cathedral. The cigar was in my master’s way; its acrid smoke got into his eyes and caused him to run the nose of the boat into the trunks of the trees. Upon which he cried, irritably and in surprise:


    “What a rotten boat this is!”


    “But you are not steering it.”


    “How can I?” he grumbled. “When there are two people in a boat, one always rows while the other steers. There — look! There’s the Chinese block.”


    I knew the market through and through; I knew that comical-looking block of buildings with the ridiculous roofs on which sat, with crossed legs, figures of Chinamen in plaster of Paris. There had been a time when I and my playfellow had thrown stones at them, and some of the Chinamen had had their heads and hands broken off by me. But I no longer took any pride in that sort of thing.


    “Rubbish!” said my master, pointing to the block. “If I had been allowed to build it—”


    He whistled and pushed his cap to the back of his head.


    But somehow I thought that he would have built that town of stone just as dingily, on that low-lying ground which was flooded by the waters of two rivers every year. And he would even have invented the Chinese block.


    Throwing his cigar over the side of the boat, he spat after it in disgust, saying:


    “Life is very dull, Pyeshkov, very dull. There are no educated people — no one to talk to. If one wants to show off one’s gifts, who is there to be impressed? Not a soul! All the people here are carpenters, stone-masons, peasants—”


    He looked straight ahead at the white mosque which rose picturesquely out of the water on a small hill, and continued as. if he were recollecting something he had forgotten:


    “I began to drink beer and smoke cigars when I was working under a German. The Germans, my brother, are a business-like race — such wild fowl! Drinking beer is a pleasant occupation, but I have never got used to smoking cigars. And when you ‘ve been smoking, your wife grumbles: ‘What is it that you smell of? It is like the smell at the harness-makers.’ Ah, brother, the longer we live, the more artful we grow. Well, well, true to oneself—”


    Placing the oar against the side of the boat, he took up his gun and shot at a Chinaman on a roof. No harm came to the latter; the shot buried itself in the roof and the wall, raising a dusty smoke.


    “That was a miss,” he admitted without regret, and he again loaded his gun.


    “How do you get on with the girls? Are you keen on them? No? Why, I was in love when I was only thirteen.”


    He told me, as if he were telling a dream, the story of his first love for the housemaid of the architect to whom he had been apprenticed. Softly splashed the gray water, washing the corners of the buildings; beyond the cathedral dully gleamed a watery waste; black twigs rose here and there above it. In the icon-painter’s workshop they often sang the Seminarski song:


    “O blue sea, Stormy sea . . .”


    That blue sea must have been deadly dull.


    “I never slept at nights,” went on my master. “Sometimes I got out of bed and stood at her door, shivering like a dog. It was a cold house! The master visited her at night. He might have discovered me, but I was not afraid, not I!”


    He spoke thoughtfully, like a person looking at an old worn-out coat, and wondering if he could wear it once more.


    “She noticed me, pitied me, unfastened her door, and called me: ‘Come in, you little fool.’”


    I had heard many stories of this kind, and they bored me, although there was one pleasing feature about them — almost every one spoke of their “first love” without boasting, or obscenity, and often so gently and sadly that I understood that the story of their first love was the best in their lives.


    Laughing and shaking his head, my master exclaimed wonderingly:


    “But that’s the sort of thing you don’t tell your wife; no, no! Well, there’s no harm in it, but you never tell. That’s a story—”


    He was telling the story to himself, not to me. If he had been silent, I should have spoken. In that quietness and desolation one had to talk, or sing, or play on the harmonica, or one would fall into a heavy, eternal sleep in the midst of that dead town, drowned in gray, cold water.


    “In the first place, don’t marry too soon,” he counseled me. “Marriage, brother, is a matter of the most stupendous importance. You can live where you like and how you like, according to your will. You can live in Persia as a Mahommedan; in Moscow as a man about town. You can arrange your life as you choose. You can give everything a trial. But a wife, brother, is like the weather — you can never rule her! You can’t take a wife and throw her aside like an old boot.”


    His face changed. He gazed into the gray water with knitted brows, rubbing his prominent nose with his fingers, and muttered:


    “Yes, brother, look before you leap. Let us suppose that you are beset on all sides, and still continue to stand firm; even then there is a special trap laid for each one of us.”


    We were now amongst the vegetation in the lake of Meshtcherski, which was fed by the Volga.


    “Row softly,” whispered my master, pointing his gun into the bushes. After he had shot a few lean woodcocks, he suggested:


    “Let us go to Kunavin Street. I will spend the evening there, and you can go home and say that I am detained by the contractors.”


    Setting him down at one of the streets on the outskirts of the town, which was also flooded, I returned to the market-place on the Stravelka, moored the boat, and sitting in it, gazed at the confluence of the two rivers, at the town, the steamboats, the sky, which was just like the gorgeous wing of some gigantic bird, all white feathery clouds. The golden sun peeped through the blue gaps between the clouds, and with one glance at the earth transfigured everything thereon. Brisk, determined movement went on all around me: the swift current of the rivers lightly bore innumerable planks of wood; on these planks bearded peasants stood firmly, wielding long poles and shouting to one another, or to approaching steamers. A little steamer was pulling an empty barge against the stream. The river dragged at it, and shook it. It turned its nose round like a pike and panted, firmly setting its wheels against the water, which was rushing furiously to meet it. On a barge with their legs hanging over the side sat four peasants, shoulder to shoulder. One of them wore a red shirt, and sang a song the words of which I could not hear, but I knew it.


    I felt that here on the living river I knew all, was in touch with all, and could understand all; and the town which lay flooded behind me was an evil dream, an imagination of my master’s, as difficult to understand as he was himself.


    When I had satiated myself by gazing at all there was to see, I returned home, feeling that I was a grown man, capable of any kind of work. On the way I looked from the hill of the Kreml on to the Volga in the distance. From the hill, the earth appeared enormous, and promised all that one could possibly desire.


    I had books at home. In the flat which Queen Margot had occupied there now lived a large family, — five young ladies, each one more beautiful than the others, and two schoolboys — and these people used to give me books. I read Turgenieff with avidity, amazed to find how intelligible, simple, and pellucid as autumn he was; how pure were his characters, and how — good everything was about which he succinctly dis coursed. I read Pomyalovski’s “Bourse” and was again amazed; it was so strangely like the life in the icon-painting workshop. I was so well acquainted with that desperate tedium which precipitated one into cruel pranks. I enjoyed reading Russian books. I always felt that there was something about them familiar and melancholy, as if there were hidden in their pages the frozen sound of the Lenten bell, which pealed forth softly as soon as one opened a book.


    “Dead Souls” I read reluctantly; “Letters from the House of the Dead,” also. “Dead Souls,” “Dead Houses,” “Three Deaths,” “Living Relics” — these books with titles so much alike arrested my attention against my will, and aroused a lethargic repugnance for all such books. “Signs of the Times,” “Step by Step,” “WOiat to Do,” and “Chronicles of the Village of Smourin,” I did not care for, nor any other books of the same kind. But I was delighted with Dickens and Walter Scott. I read these authors with the greatest enjoyment, the same books over and over again. The works of Walter Scott reminded me of a high mass on a great feast day in rich churches — somewhat long and tedious, but always solemn. Dickens still remains to me as the author to whom I respectfully bow; he was a man who had a wonderful apprehension of that most difficult of arts — love of human nature.


    In the evenings a large company of people used to gather on the roof: the brothers K. and their sisters, grown up; the snub-nosed schoolboy, Vyacheslav Semashko; and sometimes Miss Ptitzin, the daughter of an important official, appeared there, too. They talked of books and poetry. This was something which appealed to me, and which I could understand; I had read more than all of them together. But sometimes they talked about the high school, and com plained about the teachers. When I listened to these recitals, I felt that I had more liberty than my friends, and was amazed at their patience. And yet I envied them; they had opportunities of learning!


    My comrades were older than I, but I felt that I was the elder. I was keener-witted, more experienced than they. This worried me somewhat; I wanted to feel more in touch with them. I used to get home late in the evening, dusty and dirty, steeped in impressions very different from theirs — in the main very monotonous. They talked a lot about young ladies, and of being in love with this one and that one, and they used to try their hands at writing poetry. They frequently solicited my help in this matter. I willingly applied myself to versification, and it was easy for me to find the rhymes, but for some reason or other my verses always took a humorous turn, and I never could help associating Miss Ptitzin, to whom the poetry was generally dedicated, with fruits and vegetables.


    Semashko said to me:


    “Do you call that poetry? It is as much like poetry as hobnails would be.”


    Not wishing to be behind them in anything, I also fell in love with Miss Ptitzin. I do not remember how I declared my feelings, but I know that the affair ended badly. On the stagnant green water of the Zvyezdin Pond floated a plank, and I proposed to give the young lady a ride on it. She agreed. I brought the log to the bank; it held me alone quite well. But when the gorgeously dressed young lady, all ribbons and lace, graciously stepped on the other end, and I proudly pushed off with a stick, the accursed log rolled away from under us and my young lady went head over heels into the water.


    I threw myself in knightly fashion after her, and swiftly brought her to shore. Fright and the green mire of the pond had quite destroyed her beauty I Shaking her wet fist at me threateningly, she cried:


    “You threw me in the water on purpose!”


    And refusing to believe in the sincerity of my protestations, from that time she treated me as an enemy.


    On the whole, I did not find living in the town very interesting. My old mistress was as hostile as she had ever been; the young one regarded me with contempt; Victorushka more freckled than ever, snorted at every one, and was everlastingly aggrieved about something.


    My master had many plans to draw. He could not get through all the work with his brother, and so he engaged my stepfather as assistant.


    One day I came home from the market-place early, about five o’clock, and going into the dining-room, saw the man whose existence I had forgotten, at the table beside the master. He held his hand out to me.


    “How do you do?”


    I drew back at the unexpectedness of it. The fire of the past had been suddenly rekindled, and burned my heart.


    My stepfather looked at me with a smile on his terribly emaciated face; his dark eyes were larger than ever. He looked altogether worn out and depressed. I placed my hand in his thin, hot fingers.


    “Well, so we ‘ve met again,” he said, coughing.


    I left them, feeling as weak as if I had been beaten.


    Our manner to each other was cautious and restrained; he called me by my first name and my pa — tronymic, and spoke to me as an equal.


    “When you go to the shops, please buy me a quarter of a pound of Lapherm’s tobacco, a hundred pack — ets of Vitcorson’s, and a pound of boiled sausage.”


    The money which he gave me was always unpleasantly heated by his hot hands. It was plain that he was a consumptive, and not long to be an inhabitant of this earth. He knew this, and would say in a calm, deep voice, twisting his pointed black beard:


    “My illness is almost incurable. However, if I take plenty of meat I may get better — I may get better.”


    He ate an unbelievably large amount; he smoked cigarettes, which were only out of his lips when he was eating. Every day I bought him sausages, ham, sardines, but grandmother’s sister said with an air of certainty, and for some reason maliciously:


    “It is no use to feed Death with dainties; you cannot deceive him.”


    The mistress regarded my stepfather with an air of injury, reproachfully advised him to try this or that medicine, but made fun of him behind his back.


    “A fine gentleman! The crumbs ought to be swept up more often in the dining-room, he says; crumbs cause the flies to multiply, he says.”


    The young mistress said this, and the old mistress repeated after her:


    “What do you mean — a fine gentleman! With his coat all worn and shiny, and he always scraping it with a clothes-brush. He is so faddy; there must not be a speck of dust on it!”


    But the master spoke soothingly to them:


    “Be patient, wild fowl, he will soon be dead!”


    This senseless hostility of the middle class toward a man of good birth somehow drew me and my step-father closer together. The crimson agaric is an un wholesome fungus, yet it is so beautiful. Suffocated among these people, my stepfather was like a fish which had accidentally fallen into a fowl-run — an absurd comparison, as everything in that life was absurd.


    I began to find in him resemblances to “Good Business” — a man whom I could never forget. I adorned him and my Queen with the best that I got out of books. I gave them all that was most pure in me, all the fantasies born of my reading. My stepfather was just such another man, aloof and unloved, as “Good Business.” He behaved alike to every one in the house, never spoke first, and answered questions put to him with a peculiar politeness and brevity. I was delighted when he taught my masters. Standing at the table, bent double, he would tap the thick paper with his dry nails, and suggest calmly:


    “Here you will have to have a keystone. That will halve the force of the pressure; otherwise the pillar will crash through the walls.”


    “That’s true, the devil take it,” muttered the master, and his wife said to him, when my stepfather had gone out:


    “It is simply amazing to me that you can allow any one to teach you your business like that!”


    For some reason she was always especially irritated when my stepfather cleaned his teeth and gargled after supper, protruding his harshly outlined Adam’s apple.


    “In my opinion,” she would say in a sour voice, “it is injurious to you to bend your head back like that, Evgen Vassilvich!”


    Smiling politely he asked:


    “Why?”


    “Because — I am sure it is.”


    He began to clean his bluish nails with a tiny bone stick.


    “He is cleaning his nails again; well, I never!” exclaimed the mistress. “He is dying — and there he


    “Ekh!” sighed the master. “What a lot of stupidity has flourished in you, wild fowl!”


    “Why do you say that?” asked his wife, confused. But the old mistress complained passionately to God at night:


    “Lord, they have laid that rotten creature on my shoulders, and Victor is again pushed on one side.”


    Victorushka began to mock the manners of my step-father, — his leisurely walk, the assured movements of his lordly hands, his skill in tying a cravat, and his dainty way of eating. He would ask coarsely: “Maximov, what’s the French for ‘knee’?” “I am called Evgen Vassilevich,” my stepfather reminded him calmly.


    “All right. Well, what is ‘the chest’?” Victorushka would say to his mother at supper: “Ma mere, donnez moi encore du pickles!” “Oh, you Frenchman!” the old woman would say, much affected.


    My stepfather, as unmoved as if he were deaf or dumb, chewed his meat without looking at any one. One day the elder brother said to the younger: “Now that you are learning French, Victor, you ought to have a mistress.”


    This was the only time I remember seeing my step-father smile quietly.


    But the young mistress let her spoon fall on the table in her agitation, and cried to her husband:


    “Aren’t you ashamed to talk so disgustingly before me?”


    Sometimes my stepfather came to me in the dark vestibule, where I slept under the stairs which led to fhe attic, and where, sitting on the stairs by the window, I used to read.


    “Reading?” he would say, blowing out smoke. There came a hissing sound from his chest like the hissing of a fire-stick. “What is the book?”


    I showed it to him.


    “Ah,” he said, glancing at the title, “I think I have read it. Will you smoke?”


    We smoked, looking out of the window onto the dirty yard. He said:


    “It is a great pity that you cannot study; it seems to me that you have ability.”


    “I am studying; I read.”


    “That is not enough; you need a school; a system.”


    I felt inclined to say to him:


    “You had the advantages of both school and system, my fine fellow, and what is the result?”


    But he added, as if he had read my thoughts:


    “Given the proper disposition, a school is a good educator. Only very well educated people make any mark in life.”


    But once he counseled me:


    “You would be far better away from here. I see no sense or advantage to you in staying.”


    “I like the work.”


    “Ah — what do you find to like?”


    “I find it interesting to work with them.”


    “Perhaps you are right.”


    But one day he said:


    “What trash they are in the main, our employers — trash!”


    When I remembered how and when my mother had uttered that word, I involuntarily drew back from him. He asked, smiling:


    “Don’t you think so?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Well, they are; I can see that.”


    “But I like the master, anyhow.”


    “Yes, you are right; he is a worthy man, but strange.”


    I should have liked to talk with him about books, but it was plain that he did not care for them, and one day he advised me:


    “Don’t be led away; everything is very much embellished in books, distorted one way or another. Most writers of books are people like our master, small people.”


    Such judgments seemed very daring to me, and quite corrupted me.


    On the same occasion he asked me:


    “Have you read any of Goncharov’s works?”


    “ The Frigate Palada.’”


    “That’s a dull book. But really, Goncharov is the cleverest writer in Russia. I advise you to read his novel, ‘Oblomov.’ That is by far the truest and most daring book he wrote; in fact, it is the best book in Russian literature.”


    Of Dickens’ works he said:


    “They are rubbish, I assure you. But there is a most interesting thing running in the ‘Nova Vremya/ — The Temptation of St. Anthony.’ You read it? Apparently you like all that pertains to the church, and ‘The Temptation’ ought to be a profitable subject for you.”


    He brought me a bundle of papers containing the serial, and I read Flaubert’s learned work. It reminded me of the innumerable lives of holy men, scraps of history told by the valuers, but it made no very deep impression on me. I much preferred the “Memoirs of Upilio Faimali, Tamer of Wild Beasts,” which was printed alongside of it.


    When I acknowledged this fact to my stepfather, he remarked coolly:


    “That means that you are still too young to read such things! However, don’t forget about that book.”


    Sometimes he would sit with me for a long time without saying a word, just coughing and puffing out smoke continuously. His beautiful eyes burned painfully, and I looked at him furtively, and forgot that this man, who was dying so honestly and simply, without complaint, had once been so closely related to my mother, and had insulted her. I knew that he lived with some sort of seamstress, and thought of her with wonder and pity. How could she not shrink from embracing those lanky bones, from kissing that mouth which gave forth such an oppressive odor of putrescence? Just like “Good Business,” my stepfather often uttered peculiarly characteristic sayings:


    “I love hounds; they are stupid, but I love them. They are very beautiful. Beautiful women arc often stupid, too.”


    I thought, not without pride:


    “Ah, if he had only known Queen Margotl”


    “People who live for a long time in the same house all have the same kind of face,” was one of his sayings which I wrote down in my note-book.


    I listened for these sayings of his, as if they had been treats. It was pleasant to hear unusual, literary words used in a house where every one spoke a colorless language, which had hardened into well-worn, un diversified forms. My stepfather never spoke to me of my mother; he never even uttered her name. This pleased me, and aroused in me a feeling of sympathetic consideration for him.


    Once I asked him about God — I do not remember what brought up the subject. He looked at me, and said very calmly:


    “I don’t know. I don’t believe in God.”


    I remembered Sitanov, and told my stepfather about him. Having listened attentively to me, he observed, still calmly:


    “He was in doubt; and those who are in doubt must believe in something. As for me, I simply do not believe!”


    “But is that possible?”


    “Why not? You can see for yourself I don’t believe.”


    I saw nothing, except that he was dying. I hardly pitied him; my first feeling was one of keen and genuine interest in the nearness of a dying person, in the mystery of death.


    Here was a man sitting close to me, his knee touching mine, warm, sensate, calmly regarding people in the light of their relations to himself; speaking about everything like a person who possessed power to judge and to settle affairs; in whom lay something necessary to me, or something good, blended with something unnecessary to me. This being of incomprehensible com plexity was the receptacle of continuous whirlwinds of thought. It was not as if I were merely brought in contact with him, but it seemed as if he were part of myself, that he lived somewhere within me. I thought about him continually, and the shadow of his soul lay across mine. And tomorrow he would disappear entirely, with all that was hidden in his head and his heart, with all that I seemed to read in his beautiful eyes. When he went, another of the living threads which bound me to life would be snapped. His memory would be left, but that would be something finite within me, forever limited, immutable. But that which is alive changes, progresses. But these were thoughts, and behind them lay those inexpressible words which give birth to and nourish them, which strike to the very roots of life, demanding an answer to the question, Why?


    “I shall soon have to lie by, it seems to me,” said my stepfather one rainy day. “This stupid weakness! I don’t feel inclined to do anything.”


    The next day, at the time of evening tea, he brushed the crumbs of bread from the table and from his knees with peculiar care, and brushed something invisible from his person. The old mistress, looking at him from under her brows, whispered to her daughter-in-law:


    “Look at the way he is plucking at himself, and brushing himself.”


    He did not come to work for two days, and then the old mistress put a large white envelope in my hand, saying:


    “Here you are! A woman brought this yesterday about noon, and I forgot to give it to you. A pretty little woman she was, but what she wants with you I can’t imagine, and that’s the truth!”


    On a slip of paper with a hospital stamp, inside the envelope, was written in large characters:


    “When you have an hour to spare, come and see me. I am in the Martinovski Hospital. “E. M.”


    The next morning I was sitting in a hospital ward on my stepfather’s bed. It was a long bed, and his feet, in gray, worn socks, stuck out through the rails. His beautiful eyes, dully wandering over the yellow walls, rested on my face and on the small hands of a young girl who sat on a bench at the head of the bed. Her hands rested on the pillow, and my stepfather rubbed his cheek against them, his mouth hanging open. She was a plump girl, wearing a shiny, dark frock. The tears flowed slowly over her oval face; her wet blue eyes never moved from my stepfather’s face, with its sharp bones, large, sharp-pointed nose, and dark mouth.


    “The priest ought to be here,” she whispered, “but he forbids it — he does not understand.” And taking her hands from the pillow, she pressed them to her breast as if praying.


    In a minute my stepfather came to himself, looked at the ceiling and frowned, as if he were trying to remember something. Then he stretched his lank hand toward me.


    “You? Thank you. Here I am, you sec. I feel •o stupid.”


    The effort tired him; he closed his eyes. I stroked his long cold fingers with the blue nails. The girl asked softly:


    “Evgen Vassilvich, introduce us, please!”


    “You must know each other,” he said, indicating her with his eyes. “A dear creature—”


    He stopped speaking, his mouth opened wider and wider, and he suddenly shrieked out hoarsely, like a raven. Throwing herself on the bed, clutching at the blanket, waving her bare arms about, the girl also screamed, burying her head in the tossed pillow.


    My stepfather died quickly, and as soon as he was dead, he regained some of his good looks. I left the hospital with the girl on my arm. She staggered like a sick person, and cried. Her handkerchief was squeezed into a ball in her hand; she alternately applied it to her eyes, and rolling it tighter, gazed at it as if it were her last and most precious possession.


    Suddenly she stood still, pressing close to me, and said:


    “I shall not live till the winter. Oh Lord, Lord! What does it mean?”


    Then holding out her hand, wet with tears, to me:


    “Good-by. He thought a lot of you. He will be buried tomorrow.”


    “Shall I see you home?’


    She looked about her.


    “What for? It is daytime, not night.”


    From the corner of a side street I looked after her. She walked slowly, like a person who has nothing to hurry for. It was August. The leaves were already beginning to fall from the trees. I had no time to follow my stepfather to the graveyard, and I never saw the girl again.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XVII


    
      
    


    EVERY morning at six o’clock I set out tor my work in the market-place. I met interesting people there. There was the carpenter, Osip, a gray-haired man who looked like Saint Nikolai, a clever workman, and witty; there was the humpbacked slater, Ephimushka, the pious bricklayer, Petr, a thoughtful man who also reminded me of a saint; the plasterer, Gregory Shishlin, a flaxen-bearded, blue-eyed, handsome man, beaming with quiet good-nature.


    I had come to know these people during the second part of my life at the draughtsman’s house. Every Sunday they used to appear in the kitchen, grave, important-looking, with pleasant speech, and with words which had a new flavor for me. All these solid-looking peasants had seemed to me then to be easy to read, good through and through, all pleasantly different from the spiteful, thieving, drunken inhabitants of the Kunavin and its environs.


    The plasterer, Shishlin, pleased me most of all, and I actually asked if I might join his gang of workmen. But scratching his golden brow with a white finger, he gently refused to have me.


    “It is too soon for you,” he said. “Our work is not easy; wait another year.”


    Then throwing up his handsome head, he asked:


    “You don’t like the way you are living? Never mind, have patience; learn to live a life of your own, and then you will be able to bear it!”


    I do not know all that I gained from this good advice, but I remember it gratefully.


    These people used to come to my master’s house every Sunday morning, sit on benches round the kitchen-table, and talk of interesting things while they waited for my master. When he came, he greeted them loudly and gayly, shaking their strong hands, and then sat down in the chief corner. They produced their accounts and bundles of notes, the workmen placed their tattered account-books on the table, and the reckoning up for the week began.


    Joking and bantering, the master would try to prove them wrong in their reckoning, and they did the same to him. Sometimes there was a fierce dispute, but more often friendly laughter.


    “Eh, you’re a dear man; you were born a rogue!” the workmen would say to the master.


    And he answered, laughing in some confusion:


    “And what about you, wild fowl? There’s as much roguery about you as about me!”


    “How should we be anything else, friend?” agreed Ephimushka, but grave Petr said:


    “You live by what you steal; what you earn you give to God and the emperor.”


    “Well, then I’ll willingly make a burnt offering of you,” laughed the master.


    They led him on good-naturedly:


    “Set fire to us, you mean?”


    “Burn us in a fiery furnace?”


    Gregory Shishlin, pressing his luxuriant beard to his breast with his hands, said in a sing-song voice:


    “Brothers, let us do our business without cheating. If we will only live honestly, how happy and peaceful we shall be, eh? Shall we not, dear people?”


    His blue eyes darkened, grew moist; at that moment he looked wonderfully handsome. His question seemed to have upset them all; they all turned away from him in confusion.


    “A peasant does not cheat much,” grumbled good-looking Osip with a sigh, as if he pitied the peasant.


    The dark bricklayer, bending his round-shouldered back over the table, said thickly:


    “Sin is like a sort of bog; the farther you go, the more swampy it gets!”


    And the master said to them, as if he were making a speech:


    “What about me? I go into it because something calls me. Though I don’t want to.”


    After this philosophising they again tried to get the better of one another, but when they had finished their accounts, perspiring and tired from the effort, they went out to the tavern to drink tea, inviting the master to go with them.


    On the market-place it was my duty to watch these people, to see that they did not steal nails, or bricks, or boards. Every one of them, in addition to my master’s work, held contracts of his own, and would try to steal something for his own work under my very nose.


    They welcomed me kindly, and Shishlin said:


    “Do you remember how you wanted to come into my gang? And look at you now; put over me as chief!”


    “Well, well,” said Osip bantcringly, “keep watch over the river-banks, and may God help you!”


    Petr observed in an unfriendly tone:


    “They have put a young crane to watch old mice.”


    My duties were a cruel trial to me. I felt ashamed in the presence of these people. They all seemd to possess some special knowledge which was hidden from the rest of the world, and I had to watch them as if they had been thieves and tricksters. The first part of the time it was very hard for me, but Osip soon noticed this, and one day he said to me privately:


    “Look here, young fellow, you won’t do any good by sulking — understand?”


    Of course I did not understand, but I felt that he realized the absurdity of my position, and I soon arrived at a frank understanding with him.


    He took me aside in a corner and explained:


    “If you want to know, the biggest thief among us is the bricklayer, Petrukha. He is a man with a large family, and he is greedy. You want to watch him well. Nothing is too small for him; everything comes in handy. A pound of nails, a dozen of bricks, a bag of mortar — he’ll take all. He is a good man. God-fearing, of severe ideas, and well educated, but he loves to steal! Ephimushka lives like a woman.


    He is peaceable, and is harmless as far as you are concerned. He is clever, too — humpbacks are never fools! And there’s Gregory Shishlin. He has a fad — he will neither take from others nor give of his own. He works for nothing; any one can take him in, but he can deceive no one. He is not governed by his reason.”


    “He is good, then?”


    Osip looked at me as if I were a long way from him, and uttered these memorable words:


    “True enough, he is good. To be good is the easiest way for lazy people. To be good, my boy, does not need brains.”


    “And what about you?” I asked Osip.


    He laughed and answered:


    “I? I am like a young girl. When I am a grandmother I will tell you all about myself; till then you will have to wait. In the meanwhile you can set your brains to work to find out where the real T is hidden. Find out; that is what you have to do!”


    He had upset all my ideas of himself and his friends.


    It was difficult for me to doubt the truth of his statement. I saw that Ephimushka, Petr, and Gregory regarded the handsome old man as more clever and more learned in worldly wisdom than themselves. They took counsel with him about everything, listened attentively to his advice, and showed him every sign of respect.


    “Will you be so good as to give us your advice,” they would ask him. But after one of these questions, when Osip had gone away, the bricklayer said softly to Grigori:


    “Heretic!”


    And Grigori burst out laughing and added:


    “Clown!”


    The plasterer warned me in a friendly way:


    “You look out for yourself with the old man, Maximich. You must be careful, or he will twist you round his finger in an hour; he is a bitter old man. God save you from the harm he can do.”


    “What harm?”


    “That I can’t say!” answered the handsome workman, blinking.


    I did not understand him in the least. I thought that the most honest and pious man of them all was the bricklayer, Petr; He spoke of everything briefly, suggestively; his thoughts rested mostly upon God, hell, and death.


    “Ekh! my children, my brothers, how can you not be afraid”? How can you not look forward, when the grave and the churchyard let no one pass them?”


    He always had the stomachache, and there were some days when he could not eat anything at all. Even a morsel of bread brought on the pain to such an extent as to cause convulsions and a dreadful sickness.


    Humpbacked Ephimushka also seemed a very good and honest, but always queer fellow. Sometimes he was happy and foolish, like a harmless lunatic. He was everlastingly falling in love with different women, about whom he always used the same words:


    “I tell you straight, she is not a woman, but a flower in cream — ei, bo — o!”


    When the lively women of Kunavin Street came to wash the floors in the shops, Ephimushka let himself down from the roof, and standing in a corner somewhere, mumbled, blinking his gray, bright eyes, stretch — ing his mouth from ear to ear:


    “Such a butterfly as the Lord has sent to me; such a joy has descended upon me! Well, what is she but a flower in cream, and grateful I ought to be for the chance which has brought me such a gift! Such beauty makes me full of life, afire!”


    At first the women used to laugh at him, calling out to each other:


    “Listen to the humpback running on! Oh Lord!”


    The slater caused no little laughter. His high cheek-boned face wore a sleepy expression, and he used to talk as if he were raving, his honeyed phrases flowing in an intoxicating stream which obviously went to the women’s heads. At length one of the elder ones said to her friend in a tone of amazement:


    “Just listen to how that man is going on! A clean young fellow he is!”


    “He sings like a bird.”


    “Or like a beggar in the church porch,” said an obstinate girl, refusing to give way.


    But Ephimushka was not like a beggar at all. He stood firmly, like a squat tree-trunk; his voice rang out like a challenge; his words became more and more alluring; the women listened to him in silence. In fact, it seemed as if his whole being was flowing away in a tender, narcotic speech.


    It ended in his saying to his mates in a tone of astonishment at supper-time, or after the Sabbath rest, shak — ing his heavy, angular head:


    “Well, what a sweet little woman, a dear little thing! I have never before come across anything like her!”


    When he spoke of his conquests Ephimushka was not boastful, nor jeered at the victim of his charms, as the others always did. He was only joyfully and gratefully touched, his gray eyes wide open with astonishment.


    Osip, shaking his head, exclaimed:


    “Oh, you incorrigible fellow! How old are you?”


    “Forty — four years, but that’s nothing! I have grown five years younger today, as if I had bathed in the healing water of a river. I feel thoroughly fit, and my heart is at peace! Some women can produce that effect, diV


    The bricklayer said coarsely:


    “You are going on for fifty. You had better be careful, or you will find that your loose way of life will leave a bitter taste.”


    “You are shameless, Ephimushka!” sighed Grigori Shishlin.


    And it seemed to — me that the handsome fellow envied the success of the humpback.


    Osip looked round on us all from under his level silver brows, and said jestingly:


    “Every Mashka has her fancies. One will love cups and spoons, another buckles and earrings, but all Mashkas will be grandmothers in time.”


    Shishlin was married, but his wife was living in the country, so he also cast his eyes on the floorscrubbers. They were all of them easy of approach. All of them “earned a bit” to add to their income, and they regarded this method of earning money in that poverty — stricken area as simply as they would have regarded any other kind of work. But the handsome workman never approached the women. He just gazed at them from afar with a peculiar expression, as if he were pitying some one — himself or them. But when they be — gan to sport with him and tempt him, he laughed bash — fully and went away.


    “Well, you—”


    “What’s the matter with you, you fool?” asked Ephimushka, amazed. “Do you mean to say you are going to lose the chance?”


    “I am a married man,” Grigori reminded him.


    “Well, do you think your wife will know anything about it?”


    “My wife would always know if I lived unchastely. I can’t deceive her, my brother.”


    “How can she know?”


    “That I can’t say, but she is bound to know, while she lives chaste herself; and if I lead a chaste life, and she were to sin, I should know it.”


    “But how?” cried Ephimushka, but Grigori repeated calmly:


    “That I can’t say.”


    The slater waved his hands agitatedly.


    “There, if you please! Chaste, and doesn’t know! Oh, you blockhead!”


    Shishlin’s workmen, numbering seven, treated him as one of themselves and not as their master, and behind his back they nicknamed him “The Calf.”


    When he came to work and saw that they were lazy, he would take a trowel, or a spade, and artistically do the work himself, calling out coaxingly:


    “Set to work, children, set to work!”


    One day, carrying out the task which my master had angrily set me, I said to Grigori:


    “What bad workmen you have.”


    He seemed surprised.


    “Why?”


    “This work ought to have been finished yesterday, and they won’t finish it even today.”


    “That is true; they won’t have time,” he agreed, and after a silence he added cautiously:


    “Of course, I see that by rights I ought to dismiss them, but you see they are all my own people from my own village. And then again the punishment of God is that every man should eat bread by the sweat of his brow, and the punishment is for all of us — for you and me, too. But you and I labor less than they do, and — well, it would be awkward to dismiss them.”


    He lived in a dream. He would walk along the deserted streets of the market-place, and suddenly halt — ing on one of the bridges over the Obvodni Canal, would stand for a long time at the railings, looking into the water, at the sky, or into the distance beyond the Oka. If one overtook him and asked:


    “What are you doing?”


    “What?” he would reply, waking up and smiling confusedly. “I was just standing, looking about me a bit.”


    “God has arranged everything very well, brother,” he would often say. “The sky, the earth, the flowing rivers, the steamboats running. You can get on a boat and go where you like — to Riazan, or to Ribinsk, to Perm, to Astrakhan. I went to Riazan once. It wasn’t bad — a little town — but very dull, duller than Nijni. Our Nijni is wonderful, gay! And Astrakhan is still duller. There are a lot of Kalmucks there, and I don’t like them. I don’t like any of those Mordovans, or Kalmucks, Persians, or Germans, or any of the other nations.”


    He spoke slowly; his words cautiously felt for sympathy in others, and always found it in the bricklayer, Petr.


    “Those are not nations, but nomads,” said Petr with angry conviction. “They came into the world before Christ and they’ll go out of it before He comes again.”


    Grigori became animated; he beamed.


    “That’s it, isn’t it? But I love a pure race like the Russians, my brother, with a straight look. I don’t like Jews, either, and I cannot understand how they are the people of God. It is wisely arranged, no doubt.”


    The slater added darkly:


    “Wisely — but there is a lot that is superfluous!”


    Osip listened to what they said, and then put in, mockingly and caustically:


    “There is much that is superfluous, and your conversation belongs to that category. Ekh! you bab — blers; you want a thrashing, all of you!”


    Osip kept himself to himself, and it was impossible to guess with whom he would agree, or with whom he would quarrel. Sometimes he seemed inclined to agree calmly with all men, and with all their ideas; but more often one saw that he was bored by all of them, regarding them as half-witted, and he said to Petr, Grigori, and Ephimushka:


    “Ekh, you sow’s whelps!”


    They laughed, not very cheerfully or willingly, but still they laughed.


    My master gave me five copecks a day for food. This was not enough, and I was rather hungry. Seeing this, the workmen invited me to breakfast and sup — per with them, and sometimes the contractors would invite me to a tavern to drink tea with them. I willingly accepted the invitations. I loved to sit among them and listen to their slow speeches, their strange stories. I gave them great pleasure by my readings out of church books.


    “You ‘ve stuck to books till you are fed up with them. Your crop is stuffed with them,” said Osip, regarding me attentively with his cornflower-blue eyes. It was difficult to catch their expression; his pupils always seemed to be floating, melting.


    “Take it a drop at a time — it is better; and when you are grown up, you can be a monk and console the people by your teaching, and in that way you may become a millionaire.”


    “A missioner,” corrected the bricklayer in a voice which for some reason sounded aggrieved.


    “What?” asked Osip.


    “A missioner is what you mean! You are not deaf, are you?”


    “All right, then, a missioner, and dispute with heretics. And even those whom you reckon as heretics have the right to bread. One can live even with a heretic, if one exercises discretion.”


    Grigori laughed in an embarrassed manner, and Petr said in his beard:


    “And wizards don’t have a bad time of it, and other kinds of godless people.”


    But Osip returned quickly:


    “A wizard is not a man of education; education is not usually a possession of the wizard.”


    And he told me:


    “Now look at this; just listen. In our district there lived a peasant, Tushek was his name, an emaciated little man, and idle. He lived like a feather, blown about here and there by the wind, neither a worker nor a do-nothing. Well, one day he took to praying, because he had nothing else to do, and after wandering about for two years, he suddenly showed himself in a new character. His hair hung down over his shoulders; he wore a skull-cap, and a brown cassock of leather; he looked on all of us with a baneful eye, and said straight out: ‘Repent, ye cursed!’ And why not repent, especially if you happened to be a woman”? And the business ran its course: Tushek overfed, Tushek drunk, Tushek having his way with the women to his heart’s content—”


    The bricklayer interrupted him angrily:


    “What has that got to do with the matter, his over-feeding, or overdrinking”?”


    “What else has to do with it, then?”


    “His words are all that matter.”


    “Oh, I took no notice of his words; I am abundantly gifted with words myself.”


    “We know all we want to know about Tushinkov, Dmitri Vassilich,” said Petr indignantly, and Grigori said nothing, but let his head droop, and gazed into his glass.


    “I don’t dispute it,” replied Osip peaceably. “I was just telling our Maximich of the different pathways to the morsel—”


    “Some of the roads lead to prison!”


    “Occasionally,” agreed Osip. “But you will meet with priests on all kinds of paths; one must learn where to turn off.”


    He was always somewhat inclined to make fun of these pious people, the plasterer and the bricklayer; perhaps he did not like them, but he skilfully concealed the fact. His attitude towards people was always elusive.


    He looked upon Ephimushka more indulgently, with more favor than upon the other. The slater did not enter into discussions about God, the truth, sects, the woes of humanity, as his friends did. Setting his chair sidewise to the table, so that its back should not be in the way of his hump, he would calmly drink glass after glass of tea. Then, suddenly alert, he would glance round the smoky room, listening to the incoherent babel of voices, and darting up, swiftly disap — pear. That meant that some one had come into the tavern to whom Ephimushka owed money, — he had a good dozen creditors, — so, as some of them used to beat him when they saw him, he just fled from sin.


    “They get angry, the oddities!” he would say in a tone of surprise. “Can’t they understand that if I had the money I would give it to them?”


    “Oh, bitter poverty!” Osip sped after him.


    Sometimes Ephimushka sat deep in thought, hearing and seeing nothing; his high cheek-boned face softened, his pleasant eyes looking pleasanter than usual.


    “What are you thinking about?” they would ask him. •


    “I was thinking that if I were rich I would marry a real lady, a noblewoman — by God, I would! A colonel’s daughter, for example, and, Lord! how I would love her! I should be on fire with love of her. because, my brothers, I once roofed the country house of a certain colonel—”


    “And he had a widowed daughter; we ‘ve heard all that before!” interrupted Petr in an unfriendly tone.


    But Ephimushka, spreading his hands out on his knees, rocked to and fro, his hump looking as if it were chiselling the air, and continued:


    “Sometimes she went into the garden, all in white: glorious she looked. I looked at her from the roof, and I didn’t know what the sun had done to me. But what caused that white light? It was as if a white dove had flown from under her feet! She was just a cornflower in cream! With such a lady as that, one would like all one’s life to be night.”


    “And how would you get anything to eat?” asked Petr gruffly. But this did not disturb Ephimushka.


    “Lord!” he exclaimed. “Should we want much? Besides, she is rich.”


    Osip laughed.


    “And when are you going in for all this dissipation, Ephimushka, you rogue?”


    Ephimushka never talked on any other subject but women, and he was an unreliable workman. At one time he worked excellently and profitably, at another time he did not get on at all; his wooden hammer tapped the ridges lazily, leaving crevices. He always smelt of train-oil, but he had a smell of his own as well, a healthy, pleasant smell like that of a newly cut tree.


    One could discuss everything that was interesting with the carpenter. His words always stirred one’s feelings, but it was hard to tell when he was serious and when joking.


    With Grigori it was better to talk about God; this was a subject which he loved, and on which he was an authority.


    “Grisha,” I asked, “do you know there are people who do not believe in God?”


    He laughed quietly.


    “What do you mean?”


    “They say there is no God.”


    “Oh, that’s what you mean! I know that.”


    And as if he were brushing away invisible flies, he went on:


    “King David said in his time, you remember, ‘The fool hath said in his heart “There is no God.” ‘ That’s what he said about that kind of fool. We can’t do without God!”


    Osip said, as if agreeing with him:


    “Take away God from Petrukha here, and he will show you!”


    Shishlin’s handsome face became stern. He touched his beard with fingers the nails of which were covered with dried lime, and said mysteriously:


    “God dwells in every incarnate being; the conscience and all the inner life is God-given.”


    “And sin?’


    “Sin comes from the flesh, from Satan! Sin is an external thing, like smallpox, and nothing more! He who thinks too much of sin, sins all the more. If you do not remember sin, you will not sin. Thoughts about sin are from Satan, the lord of the flesh, who suggests.”


    The bricklayer queried this.


    “You are wrong there.”


    “I am not! God is sinless, and man is in His image and likeness. It is the image of God, the flesh, which sins, but His likeness cannot sin; it is a spirit.”


    He smiled triumphantly, but Petr growled:


    “That is wrong.”


    “According to you, I suppose,” Osip asked the brick-layer, “if you don’t sin, you can’t repent, and if you don’t repent, you won’t be saved?”


    “That’s a more hopeful way. Forget the devil and you cease to love God, the fathers said.”


    Shishlin was not intemperate, but two glasses would make him tipsy. His face would be flushed, his eyes childish, and his voice would be raised in song.


    “How good everything is, brothers! Here we live, work a little, and have as much as we want to eat, God be praised! Ah, how good it is!”


    He wept. The tears trickled down his beard and gleamed on the silken hairs like false pearls.


    His laudation of our life and those tears were unpleasant to me. My grandmother had sung the praises of life more convincingly, more sympathetically, and not so crudely.


    All these discussions kept me in a continual tension, and aroused a dull emotion in me. I had already read many books about peasants, and I saw how utterly unlike the peasants in the books were to those in real life. In books they were all unhappy. Good or evil characters, they were all poorer in words and ideas than peasants in real life. In books they spoke less of God, of sects, of churches, and more of government, land, and law. They spoke less about women, too, but quite as coarsely, though more kindly. For the peasants in real life, women were a pastime, but a danger — ous one. One had to be artful with women; other — wise they would gain the upper hand and spoil one’s whole life. The muzhik in books may be good or bad, but he is altogether one or the other. The real muzhik is neither wholly good nor wholly bad, but he is wonderfully interesting. If the peasant in real life does not blurt out all his thoughts to you, you have a feeling that he is keeping something back which he means to keep for himself alone, and that very unsaid, hidden thing is the most important thing about him.


    Of all the peasants I had read of in books, the one I liked the best was Petr in “The Carpenter’s Gang.” I wanted to read the story to my comrades, and I brought the book to the Yarmaka. I often spent the night in one or another of the workshops; sometimes it was because I was so tired that I lacked the strength to get home.


    When I told them that I had a book about carpenters, my statement aroused a lively interest, espe — cially in Osip. He took the book out of my hands, and turned over the leaves distrustfully, shaking his head.


    “And it is really written about us! Oh, you rascal! Who wrote it? Some gentleman? I thought as much! Gentlemen, and chinovniks especially, are experts at anything. Where God does not even guess, a chinovnik has it all settled in his mind. That’s what they live for.”


    “You speak very irreverently of God, Osip,” observed Petr.


    “That’s all right! My words are less to God than a snowflake or a drop of rain are to me. Don’t you worry; you and I don’t touch God.”


    He suddenly began to play restlessly, throwing off sharp little sayings like sparks from a flint, cutting off with them, as with scissors, whatever was displeasing to him. Several times in the course of the day he asked me:


    “Are we going to read, Maximich? That’s right! A good idea!”


    When the hour for rest arrived we had supper with him in his workshop, and after supper appeared Petr with his assistant Ardalon, and Shishlin with the lad Phoma. In the shed where the gang slept there was a lamp burning, and I began to read. They listened without speaking, but they moved about, and very soon Ardalon said crossly:


    “I’ve had enough of this!”


    And he went out. The first to fall asleep was Grigori, with his mouth open surprisingly; then the carpenters fell asleep; but Petr, Osip, and Phoma drew nearer to me and listened attentively. When I finished reading Osip put out the lamp at once. By the stars it was nearly midnight.


    Petr asked in the darkness:


    “What was that written for? Against whom?”


    “Now for sleep!” said Osip, taking off his boots.


    Petr persisted in his question:


    “I asked, against whom was that written?”


    “I suppose they know!” replied Osip, arranging himself for sleep on a scaffolding.


    “If it is written against stepmothers, it is a waste of time. It won’t make stepmothers any better,” said the bricklayer firmly. “And if it is meant for Petr. it is also futile; his sin in his answer. For murder you go to Siberia, and that’s all there is about it! Books are no good for such sins; no use, eh?”


    Osip did not reply, and the bricklayer added:


    “They can do nothing themselves and so they discuss other people’s work. Like women at a meeting. Good-by, it is bedtime.”


    He stood for a minute in the dark blue square of the open door, and asked:


    “Are you asleep, Osip? What do you think about it?”


    “Eh?” responded the carpenter sleepily.


    “All right; go to sleep.”


    Shishlin had fallen on his side where he had been sitting. Phoma lay on some trampled straw beside me. The whole neighborhood was asleep. In the distance rose the shriek of the railway engines, the heavy rumbling of iron wheels, the clang of buffers. In the shed rose the sound of snoring in different keys. I felt uncomfortable. I had expected some sort of discussion, and there had been nothing of the kind.


    But suddenly Osip spoke softly and evenly:


    “My child, don’t you believe anything of that. You are young; you have a long while to live; treasure &gt; up your thoughts. Your own sense is worth twice some one else’s. Are you asleep, Phoma?”


    “No,” replied Phoma with alacrity.


    “That’s right! You have both received some education, so you go on reading. But don’t believe all you read. They can print anything, you know. That is their business!”


    He lowered his feet from the scaffolding, and resting his hands on the edge of the plank, bent over us, and continued:


    “How ought you to regard books? Denunciation of certain people, that’s what a book is! Look, they say, and see what sort of a man this is — a carpenter, or any one else — and here is a gentleman, a different kind of man! A book is not written without an object, and generally around some one.”


    Phoma said thickly:


    “Petr was right to kill that contractor!”


    “That was wrong. It can never be right to kill a man. I know that you do not love Grigori, but put that thought away from you. We are none of us rich people. Today I am master, tomorrow a workman again.”


    “I did not mean you, Uncle Osip.”


    “It is all the same.”


    “You are just—”


    “Wait; I am telling you why these books are written,” Osip interrupted Phoma’s angry words. “It is a very cunning idea! Here we have a gentleman without a muzhik; here a muzhik without a gentleman! Look now! Both the gentleman and the muzhik are badly off. The gentleman grows weak, crazy, and the muzhik becomes boastful, drunken, sickly, and offensive. That’s what happens! But in his lord’s castle it was better, they say. The lord hid himself behind the muzhik and the muzhik behind the master, and so they went round and round, well-fed, and peaceful. I don’t deny that it was more peaceful living with the nobles. It was no advantage to the lord if his muzhik was poor, but it was to his good if he was rich and intelligent. He was then a weapon in his hand. I know all about it; you see I lived in a nobleman’s domain for nearly forty years. There’s a lot of my experience written on my hide.”


    I remembered that the carter, Petr, who committed suicide, used to talk in the same way about the nobility, and it was very unpleasant to my mind that the ideas of Osip should run on the same lines as those of that evil old man.


    Osip touched my leg with his hand, and went on:


    “One must understand books and all sorts of writings. No one does anything without a reason, and books are not written for nothing, but to muddle people’s heads. Every one is created with intelligence, without which no one can wield an ax, or sew a shoe.”


    He spoke for a long time, and lay down. Again he jumped up, throwing gently his well turned, quaint phrases into the darkness and quietness.


    “They say that the rlobles are quite a different race from the peasants, but it is not true. We are just like the nobles, only we happen to have been bom low down in the scale. Of course a noble learns from books, while I learn by my own noddle, and a gentleman has a delicate skin; that is all the difference. No — o, lads, it is time there was a new way of living; all these writings ought to be thrown aside! Let every one ask himself ‘What am IT A man! ‘And what is he? Also a man! What then? Does God need his superfluous wealth? No-o, we are equal in the sight of God when it comes to gifts.”


    At last, in the morning, when the dawn had put out the light of the stars, Osip said to me:


    “You see how I could write? I have talked about things that I have never thought about. But you mustn’t place too much faith in what I say. I was talking more because I was sleepless than with any serious intention. You lie down and think of something to amuse you. Once there was a raven which flew from the fields to the hills, from boundary to boundary, and lived beyond her time; the Lord punished her. The raven is dead and dried up. What is the meaning of that? There is no meaning in it, none. Now go to sleep; it will soon be time to get up.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XVIII


    
      
    


    AS Yaakov, the stoker, had done in his time, so now Osip grew and grew in my eyes, until he hid all other people from me. There was some resemblance to the stoker in him, but at the same time he reminded me of grandfather, the valuer, Petr Vassiliev, Smouri, and the cook. When I think of all the people who are firmly fixed in my memory, he has left behind a deeper impression than any of them, an impres — sion which has eaten into it, as oxide eats into a brass bell. What was remarkable about him was that he had two sets of ideas. In the daytime, at his work among people, his lively, simple ideas were business-like and easier to understand than those to which he gave vent when he was off duty, in the evenings, when he went with me into the town to see his cronies, the dealers, or at night when he could not sleep. He had special night thoughts, many-sided like the flame of a lamp. They burned brightly, but where were their real faces? On which side was this or that idea, nearer and dearer to Osip.


    He seemed to me to be much cleverer than any one else I had met, and I hovered about him, as I used to do with the stoker, trying to find out about the man, to understand him. But he glided away from me; it was impossible to grasp him. Where was the real man hidden? How far could I believe in him?


    I remember how he said to me:


    “You must find out for yourself where I am hidden. Look for me!”


    My self-love was piqued, but more than that, it had become a matter of life and death to me to understand the old man.


    With all his elusiveness he was substantial. He looked as if he could go on living for a hundred years longer and still remain the same, so unchangeably did he preserve his ego amid the instability of the people around him. The valuer had made upon me an equal impression of steadfastness, but it was not so pleasing to me. Osip’s steadfastness was of a different kind; although I cannot explain how, it was more pleasing.


    The instability of human creatures is too often brought to one’s notice; their acrobatic leaps from one position to another upset me. I had long ago grown weary of being surprised by these inexplicable somersaults, and they had by degrees extinguished my lively interest in humanity, disturbed my love for it.


    One day at the beginning of July, a rackety hackney cab came dashing up to the place where we were working. On the box-seat a drunken driver sat, hiccuping gloomily. He was bearded, hatless, and had a bruised lip. Grigori Shishlin rolled about in the carriage, drunk, while a fat, red-cheeked girl held his arm. She wore a straw hat trimmed with a red ribbon and glass cherries; she had a sunshade in her hand, and goloshes on her bare feet. Waving her sunshade, swaying, she giggled and screamed:


    “What the devil! The market-place is not open; there is no market-place, and he brings me to the market-place. Little mother—”


    Grigori, dishevelled and limp, crept out of the cab, sat on the ground and declared to us, the spectators of the scene, with tears:


    “I am down on my knees; I have sinned greatly! I thought of sin, and I have sinned. Ephimushka says ‘Grisha! Grisha!’ He speaks truly, but you — forgive me; I can treat you all. He says truly, ‘We live once only, and no more.’”


    The girl burst out laughing, stamped her feet, and lost her goloshes, and the driver called out gruffly:


    “Let us get on farther! The horse won’t stand still!”


    The horse, an old, worn-out jade, was covered with foam, and stood as still as if it were buried. The whole scene was irresistibly comical.


    Grigori’s workmen rolled about with laughter as they looked at their master, his grand lady, and the bemused coachman.


    The only one who did not laugh was Phoma, who stood at the door of one of the shops beside me and muttered:


    “The devil take the swine. And he has a wife at home — a bee-eautiful woman!”


    The driver kept on urging them to start. The girl got out of the cab, lifted Grigori up, set him on his feet, and cried with a wave of her sunshade:


    “Goon!”


    Laughing good-naturedly at their master, and envying him, the men returned to their work at the call of Phoma. It was plain that it was repugnant to him to see Grigori made ridiculous.


    “He calls himself master,” he muttered. “I have not quite a month’s work left to do here. After that I shall go back to the country. I can’t stand this.”


    I felt vexed for Grigori; that girl with the cherries looked so annoyingly absurd beside him.


    I often wondered why Grigori Shishlin was the master and Phoma Tuchkov the workman. A strong, fair fellow, with curly hair, an aquiline nose, and gray, clever eyes in his round face, Phoma was not like a peasant. If he had been well-dressed, he might have been the son of a merchant of good family. He was gloomy, taciturn, businesslike. Being well educated, he kept the accounts of the contractor, drew up the estimates, and could set his comrades to work success — fully, but he worked unwillingly himself.


    “You won’t make work last forever,” he said calmly. He despised books.


    “They can print what they like, but I shall go on thinking as I like,” he said. “Books are all nonsense.”


    But he listened attentively to every one, and if something interested him, he would ask all the details about it, perseveringly, always thinking of it in his own way, measuring it by his own measure.


    Once I told Phoma that he ought to be a contractor. He replied indolently:


    “If it were a question of turning over thousands, yes. But to worry myself for the sake of making a few copecks, it is not worth while. No, I am just looking about; then I shall go into a monastery in Oranko. I am good-looking, powerful in muscle; I may take the fancy of some merchant’s widow! Such things do happen. There was a Sergatzki boy who made his fortune in two years, and married a girl from these parts, from the town. He had to take an icon to her house, and she saw him.”


    This was an obsession with him; he knew many tales of how taking service in a monastery had led people to an easy life. I did not care for these stories, nor did I like the trend of Phoma’s mind, but I felt sure that he would go to a monastery.


    When the market was opened, Phoma, to every one’s surprise, went as waiter to a tavern. I do not say that his mates were surprised, but they all began to treat him mockingly. On holidays they would all go together to drink tea, saying to one another:


    “Let us go and see our Phoma.”


    And when they arrived at the tavern they would call out:


    “Hi, waiter! Curly mop, come here!”


    He would come to them and ask, with his head held high:


    “What can I get for you?”


    “Don’t you recognize acquaintances now?”


    “I never recognize any one.”


    He felt that his mates despised him and were making fun of him, and he looked at them with dully ex — pectant eyes. His face might have been made of wood, but it seemed to say:


    “Well, make haste; laugh and be done with it.”


    “Shall we give him a tip?” they would ask, and after purposely fumbling in their purses for a long time, they would give him nothing at all.


    I asked Phoma how he could go out as a waiter when he had meant to enter a monastery.


    “I never meant to go into a monastery!” he replied, “and I shall not stay long as a waiter.”


    Four years later I met him in Tzaritzin, still a waiter in a tavern; and later still I read in a newspaper that Phoma Tuchkov had been arrested for an attempted burglary.


    The history of the mason, Ardalon, moved me deeply. He was the eldest and best workman in Petr’s gang. This black-bearded, light-hearted man of forty years also involuntarily evoked the query, “Why was he not the master instead of Petr?” He seldom drank vodka and hardly ever drank too much; he knew his work thoroughly, and worked as if he loved it; the bricks seemed to fly from his hands like red doves. In comparison with him, the sickly, lean Petr seemed an absolutely superfluous member of the gang. He used to speak thus of his work:


    “I build stone houses for people, and a wooden coffin for myself.”


    But Ardalon laid his bricks with cheerful energy as he cried: “Work, my child, for the glory of God.”


    And he told us all that next spring he would go to Tomsk, where his brother-in-law had undertaken a large contract to build a church, and had invited him to go as overseer.


    “I have made up my mind to go. Building churches is work that I love!” he said. And he suggested to me: “Come with me! It is very easy, brother, for an educated person to get on in Siberia. There, education is a trump card!”


    I agreed to his proposition, and he cried triumphantly:


    “There! That is business and not a joke.”


    Toward Petr and Grigori he behaved with good-natured derision, like a grown-up person towards children, and he said to Osip:


    “Braggarts! Each shows the other his cleverness, as if they were playing at cards. One says: ‘My cards are all such and such a color,’ and the other says, ‘And mine are trumps!’”


    Osip observed hesitatingly:


    “How could it be otherwise? Boasting is only human; all the girls walk about with their chests stuck out.”


    “All, yes, all. It is God, God all the time. But they hoard up money themselves!” said Ardalon impatiently.


    “Well, Grisha doesn’t/’


    “I am speaking for myself. I would go with this God into the forest, the desert. I ‘am weary of being here. In the spring I shall go to Siberia.”


    The workmen, envious of Ardalon, said:


    “If wc had such a chance in the shape of a brother-in-law, we should not be afraid of Siberia either.”


    And suddenly Ardalon disappeared. He went away from the workshop on Sunday, and for three days no one knew where he was.


    This made anxious conjectures.


    “Perhaps he has been murdered.”


    “Or maybe he is drowned.”


    But Ephimushka came, and declared in an embarrassed manner:


    “He has gone on the drink.”


    “Why do you tell such lies?” cried Petr incredulously.


    “He has gone on the drink; he is drinking madly. He is just like a com kiln which burns from the very center. Perhaps his much-loved wife is dead.”


    “He is a widower! Where is he?”


    Petr angrily set out to save Ardalon, but the latter fought him.


    Then Osip, pressing his lips together firmly, thrust his hands in his pockets and said:


    “Shall I go have a look at him, and see what it is all about? He is a good fellow.”


    I attached myself to him.


    “Here’s a man,” said Osip on the way, “who lives for years quite decently, when suddenly he loses control of himself, and is all over the place. Look, Maximich, and learn.”


    We went to one of the cheap “houses of pleasure” of Kunavin Village, and we were welcomed by a predatory old woman. Osip whispered to her, and she ushered us into a small empty room, dark and dirty, like a stable. On a small bed slept, in an abandoned attitude, a large, stout woman. The old woman thrust her fist in her side and said:


    “Wake up, frog, wake up!”


    The woman jumped up in terror, rubbing her face with her hands, and asked:


    “Good Lord I who is it? What is it?”


    “Detectives are here,” said Osip harshly. With a groan the woman disappeared, and he spat after her and explained to me:


    “They are more afraid of detectives than of the devil.”


    Taking a small glass from the wall, the old woman raised a piece of the wall-paper.


    “Look! Is he the one you want?”


    Osip looked through a chink in the partition.


    “That is he! Get the woman away.”


    I also looked through the chink into just such a narrow stable as the one we were in. On the sill of the window, which was closely shuttered, burned a tin lamp, near which stood a squinting, naked, Tatar woman, sewing a chemise. Behind her, on two pillows on the bed, was raised the bloated face of Arda — lon, his black, tangled beard projecting.


    The Tatar woman shivered, put on her chemise, and came past the bed, suddenly appearing in our room.


    Osip looked at her and again spat.


    “Ugh! Shameless hussy!”


    “And you are an old fool!” she replied, laughing, Osip laughed too, and shook a threatening finger at her.


    We went into the Tatar’s stable. The old man sat on the bed at Ardalon’s feet and tried for a long time unsuccessfully to awaken him. He muttered:


    “All right, wait a bit. We will go—”


    At length he awoke, gazed wildly at Osip and at me, and closing his bloodshot eyes, murmured:


    “Well, well!”


    “What is the matter with you?” asked Osip gently, without reproaches, but rather sadly.


    “I was driven to it,” explained Ardalon hoarsely, and coughing.


    “How?”


    “Ah, there were reasons.”


    “You were not contented, perhaps?”


    “What is the good—”


    Ardalon took an open bottle of vodka from the table, and began to drink from it. He then asked Osip:


    “Would you like some? There ought to be something to eat here as well.”


    The old man poured some of the spirit into his mouth, swallowed it, frowned, and began to chew a small piece of bread carefully, but muddled Ardalon said drowsily:


    “So I have thrown in my lot with the Tatar woman. She is a pure Tatar, as Ephimushka says, young, an orphan from Kasimov; she was getting ready for the fair.”


    From the other side of the wall some one said in broken Russian:


    “Tatars are the best, like young hens. Send him away; he is not your father.”


    “That’s she,” muttered Ardalon, gazing stupidly at the wall.


    “I have seen her,” said Osip.


    Ardalon turned to me:


    “That is the sort of man I am, brother.”


    I expected Osip to reproach Ardalon, to give him a lecture which would make him repent bitterly. But nothing of the kind happened; they sat side by side, shoulder to shoulder, and uttered calm, brief words. It was melancholy to see them in that dark, dirty stable. The woman called ludicrous words through the chink in the wall, but they did not listen to them. Osip took a walnut off the table, cracked it against his boot, and began to remove the shell neatly, as he asked:


    “All your money gone?”


    “There is some with Petrucha.”


    “I say! Aren’t you going away? If you were to go to Tomsk, now—”


    “What should I go to Tomsk for?”


    “Have you changed your mind, then?”


    “If I had been going to strangers, it would have been different.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “But to go to my sister and my brother-in-law—”


    “What of it?”


    “It is not particularly pleasant to begin again with one’s own people.”


    “The beginning is the same anywhere.”


    “All the same—”


    They talked in such an amicably serious vein that the Tatar woman left off teasing them, and coming into the room, took her frock down from the wall in silence, and disappeared.


    “She is young,” said Osip.


    Ardalon glanced at him and without annoyance replied:


    “Ephimushka is wrong-headed. He knows nothing, except about women. But the Tatar woman is joyous; she maddens us all.”


    “Take care; you won’t be able to escape from her,” Osip warned him, and having eaten the walnut, took his leave.


    On the way back I asked Osip:


    “Why did you go to him?”


    “Just to look at him. He is a man I have known a long time. I have seen ma-a-ny such cases. A man leads a decent life, and suddenly he behaves as if he had just escaped from prison.” He repeated what he had said before, “One should be on one’s guard against vodka.”


    But after a minute he added:


    “But life would be dull without it.”


    “Without vodka?”


    “Well, yes! When you drink, it is just as if you were in another world.”


    Ardalon never came back for good. At the end of a few days he returned to work, but soon disappeared again, and in the spring I met him among the dock laborers; he was melting the ice round the barges in the harbor. We greeted each other in friendly fashion and went to a tavern for tea, after which he boasted:


    “You remember what a workman I was, eh? I tell you straight, I was an expert at my own business! I could have earned hundreds.”


    “However, you did not.”


    “No, I didn’t earn them,” he cried proudly. “I spit upon work!”


    He swaggered. The people in the tavern listened to his impassioned words and were impressed.


    “You remember what that sly thief Petrucha used to say about work? For others stone houses; for himself a wooden coffin! Well, that’s true of all work!” I said:


    “Petrucha is ill. He is afraid of death.”


    But Ardalon cried:


    “I am ill, too; my heart is out of order.”


    On holidays I often wandered out of the town to “Millioni Street,” where the dockers lived, and saw how quickly Ardalon had settled down among those uncouth ruffians. Only a year ago, happy and serious-minded, Ardalon had now become as noisy as any of them. He had acquired their curious, shambling walk, looked at people defiantly, as if he were inviting every one to fight with him, and was always boast — ing:


    “You see how I am received; I am like a chieftain here!”


    Never grudging the money he had earned, he liberally treated the dockers, and in fights he always took the part of the weakest. He often cried:


    “That’s not fair, children! You’ve got to fight fair!”


    And so they called him “Fairplay,” which delighted him.


    I ardently studied these people, closely packed in that old and dirty sack of a street. All of them were people who had cut themselves off from ordinary life, but they seemed to have created a life of their own, independent of any master, and gay. Careless, audacious, they reminded me of grandfather’s stories about the bargemen who so easily transformed themselves into brigands or hermits. When there was no work, they were not squeamish about committing small thefts from the barges and steamers, but that did not trouble me, for I saw that life was sewn with theft, like an old coat with gray threads. At the same time I saw that these people never worked with enthusiasm, unsparing of their energies, as happened in cases of urgency, such as fires, or the breaking of the ice. And, as a rule, they lived more of a holiday life than any other people.


    But Osip, having noticed my friendship with Ardalon, warned me in a fatherly way:


    “Look here, my boy; why this close friendship with the folk of Millioni Street? Take care you don’t do yourself harm by it.”


    I told him as well as I could how I liked these people who lived so gaily, without working.


    “Birds of the air they are!” he interrupted me, laughing. “That’s what they are — idle, useless people; and work is a calamity to them!”


    “What is work, after all? As they say, the labors of the righteous don’t procure them stone houses to live in!”


    I said this glibly enough. I had heard the proverb so often, and felt the truth of it.


    But Osip was very angry with me, and cried:


    “Who says so? Fools, idlers! And you are a youngster; you ought not to listen to such things! Oh, you — ! That is the nonsense which is uttered by the envious, the unsuccessful. Wait till your feathers are grown; then you can fly! And I shall tell your master about this friendship of yours.”


    And he did tell. The master spoke to me about the matter.


    “You leave the Millioni folk alone, Pyeshkov! They are thieves and prostitutes, and from there the path leads to the prison and the hospital. Let them alone!”


    I began to conceal my visits to Millioni Street, but I soon had to give them up. One day I was sitting with Ardalon and his comrade, Robenok, on the roof of a shed in the yard of one of the lodging-houses. Robenok was relating to us amusingly how he had made his way on foot from Rostov, on the Don, to Moscow. He had been a soldier-sapper, a Geogrivsky horseman, and he was lame. In the war with Turkey he had been wounded in the knee. Of low stature, he had a terrible strength in his arms, a strength which was of no profit to him, for his lameness prevented him from working. He had had an illness which had caused the hair to fall from his head and face; his head was like that of a new-born infant.


    With his brown eyes sparkling he said:


    “Well, at Serpoukhov I saw a priest sitting in a sledge. Tather,’ I said, ‘give something to a Turkish hero.’”


    Ardalon shook his head and said:


    “That’s a lie!”


    “Why should I lie?” asked Robenok, not in the least offended, and my friend growled in lazy reproof:


    “You are incorrigible! You have the chance of becoming a watchman — they always put lame men to that job — and you stroll about aimlessly, and tell lies.”


    “Well, I only do it to make people laugh. I lie just for the sake of amusement.”


    “You ought to laugh at yourself.”


    In the yard, which was dark and dirty although the weather was dry and sunny, a woman appeared and cried, waving some sort of a rag about her head:


    “Who will buy a petticoat? Hi, friends!”


    Women crept out from the hidden places of the house and gathered closely round the seller. I recognized her at once; it was the laundress, Natalia. I jumped down from the roof, but she, having given the petticoat to the first bidder, had already quietly left the yard.


    “How do you do?” I greeted her joyfully as I caught her at the gate.


    “What next, I wonder?” she exclaimed, glancing at me askance, and then she suddenly stood still, crying angrily: “God save us! What are you doing here?”


    Her terrified exclamation touched and confused me. I realized that she was afraid for me; terror and amazement were shown so plainly in her intelligent face. I soon explained to her that I was not living in that street, but only went there sometimes to see what there was to see.


    “See?” she cried angrily and derisively. “What sort of a place is this that you should want to see it? It’s the women you ‘re after.”


    Her face was wrinkled, dark shadows lay under her eyes, and her lips drooped feebly.


    Standing at the door of a tavern she said:


    “Come in; I am going to have some teal You are well-dressed, not like they dress here, yet I cannot believe what you say.”


    But in the tavern she seemed to believe me, and as she poured out tea, she began to tell me how she had only awakened from sleep an hour ago, and had not had anything to eat or drink yet.


    “And when I went to bed last night I was as drunk as drunk. I can’t even remember where I had the drink, or with whom.”


    I felt sorry for her, awkward in her presence, and I wanted to ask her where her daughter was. After she had drunk some vodka and hot tea, she began to talk in a familiar, lively way, coarsely, like all the women of that street, but when I asked about her daughter she was sobered at once, and cried:


    “What do you want to know for? No, my boy, you won’t get hold of her; don’t think it!”


    She drank more, and then she said:


    “I have nothing to do with my daughter. What am I? A laundress! What sort of a mother for her? She is well brought up, educated. That she is, my brother! She left me to live with a rich friend, as a teacher, like—”


    After a silence she said:


    “That’s how it is! The laundress doesn’t please you, but the street — walker does?”


    That she was a street-walker I had seen at once, of course. There was no other kind of woman in that street. But when she told me so herself, my eyes filled with tears of shame and pity for her. I felt as if she had burned me by making that admission, — she, who not long ago had been so brave, independent, and clever.


    “Ekh! you!” she said, looking at me and sighing. “Go away from this place, I beg you! I urge you, don’t come here, or you will be lost!”


    Then she began to speak softly and brokenly, as if she were talking to herself, bending over the table and drawing figures on the tray with her fingers.


    “But what are my entreaties and my advice to you? When my own daughter would not listen to me I cried to her: ‘You can’t throw aside your own mother. What are you thinking of?’ And she — she said, T shall strangle myself!’ And she went away to Kazan; she wants to learn to be a midwife. Good — good! But what about me? You see what I am now? What have I to cling to? And so I went on the streets.”


    She fell into a silence, and thought for a long time, soundlessly moving her lips. It was plain that she had forgotten me. The corners of her lips drooped; her mouth was curved like a sickle, and it was a torturing sight to see how her lips quivered, and how the wavering furrows on her face spoke without words. Her face was like that of an aggrieved child. Strands of hair had fallen from under her headkerchief, and lay on her cheek, or coiled behind her small ear. Her tears dropped into her cup of cold tea, and seeing this, she pushed the cup away and shut her eyes tightly, squeezing out two more tears. Then she wiped her face with her handkerchief. I could not bear to stay with her any longer. I rose quietly.


    “Good-by!”


    “Eh? Go — go to the devil!” She waved me away without looking at me; she had apparently forgotten who was with her.


    I returned to Ardalon in the yard. He had meant to come with me to catch crabs, and I wanted to tell him about the woman. But neither he nor Robenok were on the roof of the shed; and while I was looking for him in the disorderly yard, there arose from the street the sound of one of those rows which were frequent there.


    I went out through the gate and came into collision with Natalia, sobbing, wiping her bruised face with her headkerchief. Setting straight her disordered hair with her other hand, she went blindly along the footpath, and following her came Ardalon and Robenok. The latter was saying:


    “Give her one more; come on!”


    Ardalon overtook the woman, flourishing his fist. She turned her bosom full toward himi; her face was terrible; her eyes blazed with hatred.


    “Go on, hit me!” she cried.


    I hung on to Ardalon’s arm; he looked at me in amazement.


    “What’s the matter with you?”


    “Don’t touch her!” I just managed to say.


    He burst out laughing.


    “She is your lover? Aie, that Natashka, she has devoured our little monk.”


    Robenok laughed, too, holding his sides, and for a long time they roasted me with their hot obscenity. It was unbearable! But while they were thus occupied, Natalia went away, and I, losing my temper at last, struck Robenok in the chest with my head, knocking him over, and ran away.


    For a long time after that I did not go near Million! Street. But I saw Ardalon once again; I met him on the ferry-boat.


    “Where have you been hiding yourself?” he asked joyfully.


    When I told him that it was repulsive to me to remember how he had knocked Natalia about and ob — scenely insulted me, Ardalon laughed good-naturedly.


    “Did you take that seriously? We only rubbed it into you for a joke! As for her, why shouldn’t she be knocked about, a street-walker? People beat their wives, so they are certainly not going to have more mercy on such as that! Still, it was only a joke, the whole thing. I understand, you know, that the fist is no good for teaching!”


    “What have you got to teach her? How are you better than she is?”


    He put his hands on my shoulders and, shaking me, said banteringly:


    “In our disgraceful state no one of us is better than another.”


    Then he laughed and added boastfully:


    “I understand everything from within and without, brother, everything! I am not wood!”


    He was a little tipsy, at the jovial stage; he looked at me with the tender pity of a good master for an unintelligent pupil.


    Sometimes I met Pavl Odintzov. He was livelier than ever, dressed like a dandy, and talked to me condescendingly and always reproachfully.


    “You are throwing yourself away on that kind of work! They are nothing but peasants.”


    Then he would sadly retail all the latest news from the workshop.


    “Jikharev is still taken up with that cow. Sitanov is plainly fretting; he has begun to drink to excess. The wolves have eaten Golovev; he was coming home from Sviatka; he was drunk, and the wolves devoured him.” And bursting into a gay peal of laughter he comically added:


    “They ate him and they all became drunk themselves! They were very merry and walked about the forests on their hind legs, like performing dogs. Then they fell to fighting and in twenty-four hours they were all dead!”


    I listened to him and laughed, too, but I felt that the workshop and all I had experienced in it was very far away from me now.


    This was rather a melancholy reflection.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XIX


    
      
    


    THERE was hardly any work in the market-square during the winter, and instead I had in numerable trivial duties to perform in the house. They swallowed up the whole day, but the evenings were left free. Once more I read to the household novels which were unpalatable to me, from the “Neva” and the “Moscow Gazette”; but at night I occupied myself by reading good books and by attempts at writing poetry.


    One day when the women had gone out to vespers and my master was kept at home through indisposition, he asked me:


    “Victor is making fun of you because he says you write poetry, Pyeshkov. Is that true? Well then, read it to me!”


    It would have been awkward to refuse, and I read several of my poetical compositions. These evidently did not please him, but he said:


    “Stick to it! Stick to it! You may become a Pushkin; have you read Pushkin?”


    “Do the goblins have funeral rites?

    Are the witches given in marriage?”


    
      
    


    In his time people still believed in goblins, but he did not believe in them himself. Of course he was just joking.


    “Ye-es, brother,” he drawled thoughtfully, “You ought to have been taught, but now it is too late. The devil knows what will become of you! I should hide that note-book of yours more carefully, for if the women get hold of it, they will laugh at you. Women, brother, love to touch one on a weak spot.”


    For some time past my master had been quiet and thoughtful; he had a trick of looking about him cautiously, and the sound of the bell startled him. Some — times he would give way to a painful irritability about trifles, would scold us all, and rush out of the house, returning drunk late at night. One felt that something had come into his life which was known only to himself, which had lacerated his heart; and that he was living not sensibly, or willingly, but simply by force of habit.


    On Sundays from dinner-time till nine o’clock I was free to go out and about, and the evenings I spent at a tavern in Yamski Street. The host, a stout and always perspiring man, was passionately fond of singing, and the choristers of most of the churches knew this, and used to frequent his house. He treated them with vodka, beer, or tea, for their songs. The choristers were a drunken and uninteresting set of people; they sang unwillingly, only for the sake of the hospitality, and almost always it was church music. As certain of the pious drunkards did not consider that the tavern was the place for them, the host used to invite them to his private room, and I could only hear the singing through the door. But frequently peasants from the villages, and artisans came. The tavern-keeper himself used to go about the town inquiring for singers, asking the peasants who came in on market-days, and inviting them to his house.


    The singer was always given a chair close to the bar, his back to a cask of vodka; his head was outlined against the bottom of the cask as if it were in a round frame.


    The best singer of all — and they were always particularly good singers — was the small, lean harness — maker, Kleshtchkov, who looked as if he had been squeezed, and had tufts of red hair on his head. His little nose gleamed like that of a corpse; his. benign, dreamy eyes were immovable.


    Sometimes he closed his eyes, leaned the back of his head against the bottom of the cask, protruding his chest, and in his soft but all-conquering tenor voice sang the quick moving:


    “Ekh! how the fog has fallen upon the clean fields already!

    And has hidden the distant roads!”


    
      
    


    Here he would stop, and resting his back against the bar, bending backwards, went on, with his face raised toward the ceiling:


    “Ekh! where — where am I going?

    Where shall I find the broad ro-oad?”


    
      
    


    His voice was small like himself, but it was unwearied; he permeated the dark, dull room of the tav — ern with silvery chords, melancholy words. His groans and cries conquered every one; even the drunken ones became amazedly surprised, gazing down in si-lence at the tables in front of them. As for me, my heart was torn, and overflowed with those mighty feel-ings which good music always arouses as it miracu — lously touches the very depths of the soul.


    It was as quiet in the tavern as in a church, and the singer seemed like a good priest, who did not preach, but with all his soul, and honestly, prayed for the whole human family, thinking aloud, as it were, of all the grievous calamities which beset human life. Bearded men gazed upon him; childlike eyes blinked in fierce, wild faces; at moments some one sighed, and this seemed to emphasize the triumphant power of the music. At such times it always seemed to me that the lives led by most people were unreal and meaningless, and that the reality of life lay here.


    In the corner sat the fat-faced old-clothes dealer, Luissukha, a repulsive female, a shameless, loose woman. She hid her head on her fat shoulder and wept, furtively wiping the tears from her bold eyes. Not far from her sat the gloomy chorister, Mitropolski, a hirsute young fellow who looked like a degraded deacon, with great eyes set in his drunken face. He gazed into the glass of vodka placed before him, took it up, and raised it to his mouth, and then set it down again on the table, carefully and noiselessly. For some reason he could not drink.


    And all the people in the tavern seemed to be glued to their places, as if they were listening to something long forgotten, but once dear and near to them.


    When Kleshtchkov, having finished his song, modestly sank down in the chair, the tavern-keeper, giving him a glass of wine, would say with a smile of satisfaction:


    “Well, that was very good, sure! Although you can hardly be said to sing, so much as to recite! However, you are a master of it, whatever they say! No one could say otherwise.”


    Kleshtchkov, drinking his vodka without haste, coughed carefully and said quietly:


    “Any one can sing if he has a voice, but to show what kind of soul the song contains is only given to me.”


    “Well, you needn’t boast, anyhow.”


    “He who has nothing to boast about, does not boast,” said the singer as quietly but more firmly than before.


    “You are conceited, Kleshtchkov!” exclaimed the host, annoyed.


    “One can’t be more conceited than one’s conscience allows.”


    And from the corner the gloomy Mitropolski roared:


    “What do you know about the singing of this fallen angel, you worms, you dirt!”


    He always opposed every one, argued with every one, brought accusations against every one; and almost every Sunday he was cruelly punished for this by one of the singers, or whoever else had a mind for the business.


    The tavern-keeper loved Kleshtchkov’s singing, but he could not endure the singer. He used to complain about him, and obviously sought occasions to humiliate him and to make him ridiculous. This fact was known to the frequenters of the tavern and to Kleshtchkov himself.


    “He is a good singer, but he is proud; he wants taking down,” he said, and several guests agreed with him.


    “That’s true; he’s a conceited fellow!”


    “What’s he got to be conceited about? His voice? That comes from God; he has nothing to do with it! And he hasn’t a very powerful voice, has he?” the tavern-keeper persisted.


    His audience agreed with him.


    “True, it is not so much his voice as his intelligence.”


    One day after the singer had refreshed himself and gone away, the tavern-keeper tried to persuade Luissukha.


    “Why don’t you amuse yourself with Kleshtchkov for a bit, Marie Evdokimova; you’d shake him up, wouldn’t you? What would you want for it?”


    “If I were younger,” she said with a laugh.


    The tavern-keeper cried loudly and warmly:


    “What can the young ones do? But you — you will get hold of him! We shall see him dancing round you! When he is bowed down by grief he will be able to sing, won’t he? Take him in hand, Evdokimova, and do me a favor, will you?”


    But she would not do it. Large and fat, she lowered her eyes and played with the fringe of the hand — kerchief which covered her bosom, as she said in a monotonous, lazy drawl:


    “It’s a young person that is needed here. If I were younger, well, I would not think twice about it.”


    Almost every night the tavern-keeper tried to make Kleshtchkov drunk, but the latter, after two or three songs and a glassful after each, would carefully wrap up his throat with a knitted scarf, draw his cap well over his tufted head, and depart.


    The tavern-keeper often tried to find a rival for Kleshtchkov. The harness-maker would sing a song and then the host, after praising him, would say:


    “Here is another singer. Come along now, show what you can do!”


    Sometimes the singer had a good voice, but I do not remember an occasion on which any of Kleshtchkov’s rivals sang so simply and soulfully as that little conceited harness-maker.


    “M — yes,” said the tavern-keeper, not without regret, “it’s good, certainly! The chief thing is that it is a voice, but there’s no soul in it.”


    The guests teased him:


    “No, you can’t better the harness-maker, you see!”


    And Kleshtchkov, looking at them all from under his red, tufted eyebrows, said to the tavern-keeper calmly and politely:


    “You waste your time. You will never find a singer with my gifts to set up in opposition to me; my gift is from God.”


    “We are all from God!”


    “You may ruin yourself by the drink you give, but you’ll never find one.”


    The tavern-keeper turned purple and muttered: “How do we know? How do we know?”


    But Kleshtchkov pointed out to him firmly:


    “Again I tell you this is singing, not a cock-fight.”


    “I know that! Why do you keep harping on it?”


    “I am not harping on it; I am simply pointing out something to you. If a song is nothing but a diversion, it comes from the devil!”


    “All right! You ‘d better sing again.”


    “I can always sing, even in my sleep,” agreed Kleshtchkov, and carefully clearing his throat he began to sing.


    And all nonsense, trashy talk, and ambitions vanished into smoke as by a miracle; the refreshing streams of a different life, reflective, pure, full of love and sadness, flowed over us all.


    I envied that man, envied intensely his talent and his power over people. The way he took advantage of this power was so wonderful! I wanted to make the acquaintance of the harness-maker, to hold a long conversation with him, but I could not summon up courage to go to him.


    Kleshtchkov had such a strange way of looking at everybody with his pale eyes, as if he could not see any one in front of him. But there was something about him which offended me and prevented me from liking him; and I wanted to like him for himself, not only when he was singing. It was unpleasant to see him pull his cap over his head, like an old man, and swathe his neck, just for show, in that red, knitted scarf of which he said:


    “My little one knitted this; my only little girl.”


    When he was not singing he pouted importantly, rubbed his dead, frozen nose with his fingers, and answered questions in monosyllables, and unwillingly. When I approached him and asked him something, he looked at me and said:


    “Go away, lad!”


    I much preferred the chorister, Mitropolski. When he appeared in the tavern, he would walk into his corner with the gait of a man carrying a heavy load, move a chair away with the toe of his boot, and sit down with his elbows on the table, resting his large shaggy head on his hands. After he had drunk two or three glasses in silence, he would utter a resounding cry. Every one would start and look towards him, but with his chin in his hands he gazed at them defiantly, his mane of unbrushed hair wildly surrounding his puffy, sallow face.


    “What are you looking af? What do you see?” he would ask with sudden passion.


    Sometimes they replied:


    “We are looking at a werwolf.”


    There were evenings on which he drank in silence, and in silence departed, heavily dragging his feet. Several times I heard him denounce people, playing the prophet:


    “I am the incorruptible servant of my God, and I denounce you. Behold Isaiah! Woe to the town of Ariel. Come, ye wicked, and ye rogues, and all kinds of dark monstrosities living in the mire of your own base desires! Woe to the ships of this world, for they carry lewd people on their sinful way. I know you, drunkards, gluttons, dregs of this world; there is no time appointed for you. Accursed ones, the very earth refuses to receive you into her womb!”


    His voice resounded so that the window-panes shook, which delighted his audience. They praised the prophet:


    “He barks finely, the shaggy cur!”


    It was easy to become acquainted with him; it cost no more than to offer him hospitality; he required a decanter of vodka and a portion of ox liver. When I asked him to tell me what kind of books one ought to read, he answered me with stubborn ferocity by another question:


    “Why read at all?”


    But mollified by my confusion, he added in ringing tones:


    “Have you read Ecclesiastes?”


    “Yes.”


    “Read Ecclesiastes. You need nothing more. There is all the wisdom of the world, only there are sheep who do not understand it; that is to say, no one understands it. Can you sing at all?”


    “No.”


    “Why? You ought to sing. It is the most ridiculous way of passing time.”


    Some one asked him from an adjacent table:


    “But you sing yourself?”


    “Yes; but I am a vagrant. Well?”


    “Nothing.”


    “That is nothing new. Every one knows that there is nothing in that blockhead of yours, and there never will be anything. Amen!”


    In this tone he was in the habit of speaking to me and to every one else, although after the second or third time of my treating him, he began to be more gentle with me. One day he actually said with a shade of surprise:


    “I look at you and I cannot make out what you are, who are you, or why you are! But whatever you are, may the devil take you!”


    He behaved in an incomprehensible manner to Kleshtchkov. He listened to him with manifest enjoyment sometimes even with a benign smile, but he would not make closer acquaintance with him, and spoke about him coarsely and contemptuously.


    “That barber’s block! He knows how to breathe, he understands what to sing about, but for the rest, he is an ass.”


    “Whyr’


    “Like all his kind.”


    I should have liked to talk with him when he was sober, but when sober he only bellowed, and looked upon all the world with misty, dull eyes. I learned from some one that this permanently inebriated man had studied in the Kazan Academy, and might have become a prelate. I did not believe this. But one day when I was telling him about myself, I recalled the name of the bishop, Chrisanph. He tossed his head and said:


    “Chrisanph? I know him. He was my tutor and benefactor. At Kazan, in the academy, I remember! Chrisanph means ‘golden flower.’ Yes, that was a true saying of Pavm Beruind. Yes, he was a flower of gold, Chrisanph!”


    “And who is Pavm Beruind?” I added, but Mitropolski replied shortly:


    “That is none of your business.”


    When I reached home I wrote in my note-book, “I must read the works of Pavm Beruind.” I felt, somehow, that I should find therein the answers to many questions which perplexed me.


    The singer was very fond of using names which were unknown to me, and curiously coined words. This irritated me greatly.


    “Life is not aniso?” he said.


    “What is aniso?” I asked.


    “Something advantageous to you,” he answered, and my perplexity amused him.


    These little sayings, and the fact that he had studied in the academy, led me to think that he knew a great deal, and I was offended with him for not speaking of his knowledge, or if he did allude to it, being so unintelligible. Or was it that I had no right to ask him,? However, he left an impression on my mind. I liked the drunken boldness of his denunciations, which were modelled on those of the prophet Isaias.


    “Oh, unclean and vile ones of earth!” he roared, “the worst among you are famous, and the best are persecuted. The day of judgment draws nigh. You will repent then, but it will be too late, too late!”


    As I listened to his roar, I remembered “Good Business,” the laundress Natalia, ruined so hideously and easily. Queen Margot, wrapped in a cloud of dirty scandal. I already had some memories!


    My brief acquaintance with this man finished curiously.


    I met him in the spring, in the fields near the camp. He was walking like a camel, moving his head from side to side, solitary, bloated-looking.


    “Going for a walk?” he asked hoarsely. “Let us go together. I also am taking a walk. I am ill. Brother; yes.”


    We walked some yards without speaking, when suddenly we saw a man in a pit which had been made under a tent. He was sitting in the bottom of the pit, leaning on one side, his shoulder resting against the side of the trench. His coat was drawn up on one side above his ear, as if he had been trying to take it off and had not succeeded.


    “Drunk,” decided the singer, coming to a standstill.


    But on the young grass under the man’s arm lay a large revolver, not far from him lay a cap, and beside it stood a bottle of vodka, hardly begun. Its empty neck was buried in the long grass. The face of the man was hidden by his overcoat, as if he were ashamed.


    For a moment we stood in silence. Then Mitropolski, planting his feet wide apart, said:


    “He has shot himself.”


    Then I understood that the man was not drunk, but dead, but it came upon me so suddenly that I could not believe it. I remember that I felt neither fear nor pity as I looked at that large, smooth skull, visible above the overcoat, and on that livid ear. I could not believe that a man would kill himself on such a pleasant spring day.


    The singer rubbed his unshaven cheeks with his hand, as if he were cold, and said hoarsely:


    “He is an oldish man. Perhaps his wife has left him, or he has made off with money not belonging to him.”


    He sent me into the town to fetch the police, and himself sat down on the edge of the pit, letting his feet hang over, wrapping his worn overcoat closely round him. Having informed the police of the suicide, I ran back quickly, but in the meantime the chor — ister had drunk the dead man’s vodka, and came to meet me, waving the empty bottle.


    “This is what ruined him,” he cried, and furiously dashing the bottle to the ground, smashed it to atoms.


    The town constable had followed me. He looked into the pit, took off his hat, and crossing himself indecisively, asked the singer:


    “Who may you be?”


    “That is not your business.”


    The policeman reflected, and then asked more politely:


    “What account do you give of yourself, then? Here is a dead man, and here are you, drunk!”


    “I have been drunk for twenty years!” said the singer proudly, striking his chest with the palm of his hand.


    I felt sure that they would arrest him for drinking the vodka. People came rushing from the town; a severe-looking police inspector cartie in a cab. descended into the pit, and, lifting aside the overcoat of the suicide, looked into his face.


    “Who saw him first?”


    “I,” said Mitropolski.


    The inspector looked at him and drawled ominously:


    “A-ah! Congratulations, my lord!”


    Sightseers began to gather round; there were a dozen or so of people. Panting, excited, they surrounded the pit and looked down into it, and one of them cried:


    “It is a chinovnik who lives in our street; I know him!”


    The singer, swaying, with his cap off, stood before the inspector, and argued with him inarticulately, shouting something indistinctly. Then the inspector struck him in the chest. He reeled and sat down, and the policeman without haste took some string from his pocket and bound the hands of the singer. He folded them meekly behind his back, as if he were used to this procedure. Then the inspector began to shout angrily to the crowd:


    “Be off, now!”


    After this there came another, older policeman, with moist, red eyes, his mouth hanging open from weariness, and he took hold of the end of the cord with which the singer was bound, and gently led him into the town. I also went away dejected from the field. Through my memory, like a dull echo, rang the avenging words:


    “Woe to the town Ariel!”


    And before my eyes rose that depressing spectacle of the policeman slowly drawing the string from the pocket of his ulster, and the awe-inspiring prophet meekly folding his red, hairy hands behind his back, and crossing his wrists as if he were used to it.


    I soon heard that the prophet had been sent out of the town. And after him, Kleshtchkov disappeared; he had married well, and had gone to live in a district where a harness-maker’s workshop had been opened.


    I had praised his singing so warmly to my master that he said one day:


    “I must go and hear him!”


    And so one night he sat at a little table opposite to me, raising his brows in astonishment, his eyes wide open.


    On the way to the tavern he had made fun of me, and during the first part of the time he was in the tavern, he was railing at me, at the people there, and at the stuffy smell of the place. When the harness-maker began to sing he smiled derisively, and began to pour himself a glass of beer, but he stopped half-way, saying:


    “Who the devil — ?”


    His hand trembled; he set the bottle down gently, and began to listen with intentness.


    “Ye-es, Brother,” he said with a sigh, when Kleshtchkov had finished singing, “he can sing! The devil take him! He has even made the air hot.”


    The harness-maker sang again, with his head back, gazing up at the ceiling:


    “On the road from the flourishing village

    A young girl came over the dewy fields.”


    
      
    


    “He can sing,” muttered my master, shaking his head and smiling.


    And Kleshtchkov poured forth his song, clear as the music of a reed:


    “And the beautiful maiden answered him:

    ‘An orphan am I, no one wants me,’”


    
      
    


    “Good!” whispered my master, blinking his reddening eyes. “Phew! it is devilish good!”


    I looked at him and rejoiced, and the sobbing words of the song conquered the noise of the tavern, sounded more powerful, more beautiful, more touching every moment.


    I live solitary in our village.

    A young girl am I; they never ask me out.

    Oie, poor am I, my dress it is not fine;

    I am not fit, I know, for a brave young man.

    A widower would marry me to do his work;

    I do not wish to bow myself to such a fate.


    
      
    


    My master wept undisguisedly; he sat with his head bent; his prominent nose twitched, and tears splashed on his knees. After the third song, agitated and dishevelled, he said:


    “I can’t sit here any longer; I shall be stifled with these odors. Let us go home.”


    But when we were in the street he said:


    “Come along, Pyeshkov, let us go to a restaurant and have something to eat. I don’t want to go home!”


    He hailed a sledge, without haggling about the charge, and said nothing while we were on the way, but in the restaurant, after taking a table in a corner, he began at once in an undertone, looking about him the while, to complain angrily.


    “He has thoroughly upset me, that goat; to such a state of melancholy he has driven me! Here you are — you read and think about things — just tell me now, what the devil is the use of it all? One lives; forty years pass by; one has a wife and children, and no one to talk to! There are times when I want to unburden my soul, to talk to some one about all sorts of things, but there is no one I can talk to. I can’t talk to my wife; I have nothing in common with her. What is she, after all? She has her children and the house; that’s her business. She is a stranger to my soul. A wife is your friend till the first child comes. In fact, she is — on the whole — Well, you can see for yourself she does not dance to my piping. Flesh without spirit, the devil take you! It is a grief to me, Brother.”


    He drank the cold, bitter beer feverishly, was silent for a time, ruffling his long hair, and then he went on:


    “Human creatures are riff-raff for the most part. Brother! There you are, for instance, talking to the workmen. Oh yes, I understand there is a lot of trickery, and baseness; it is true. Brother; they are thieves all of them! But do you think that what you say makes any difference to them! Not an atom! No! They are all — Petr, Osip as well — rogues! They speak about me, and you speak for me, and all — what is the use of it, Brother?”


    I was dumb from sheer amazement.


    “That’s it!” said my master, smiling. “You were right to think of going to Persia. There you would understand nothing; it is a foreign language they speak there! But in your own language you’ll hear nothing but baseness!”


    “Has Osip been telling you about me?” I asked.


    “Well, yes! But what did you expect? He talks more than any of them; he is a gossip. He is a sly creature, Brother! No, Pyeshkov, words don’t touch them. Am I not right? And what the devil is the use of it? And what the devil difference does it make? None! It is like snow in the autumn, falling in the mud and melting. It only makes more mud. You had far better hold your tongue.”


    He drank glass after glass of beer. He did not get drunk, but he talked more and more quickly and fiercely.


    “The proverb says, ‘Speech is silver, silence is golden.’ Ekh, Brother, it is all sorrow, sorrow! He sang truly, ‘Solitary I live in our village.’ Human life is all loneliness.”


    He glanced round, lowered his voice, and continued:


    “And I had found a friend after my own heart. There was a woman who happened to be alone, as good as a widow; her husband had been condemned to Siberia for coining money, and was in prison there. I became acquainted with her; she was penniless; it was that, you know, which led to our acquaintance. I looked at her and thought, ‘What a nice little person!’ Pretty, you know, young, simply wonderful. I saw her once or twice, and then I said to her: ‘Your husband is a rogue. You are not living honestly yourself. Why do you want to go to Siberia after him?’ But she would follow him into exile. She said to me: ‘Whatever he is, I love him; he is good to me I It may be that it was for me he sinned. I have sinned with you. For’ his sake,’ she said, ‘I had to have money; he is a gentleman and accustomed to live well. If I had been single,’ she said, ‘I should have lived honorably. You are a good man, too,’ she said, ‘and I like you very much, but don’t talk to me about this again.’ The devil! I gave her all I had — eighty rubles or thereabouts — and I said: ‘You must pardon me, but I cannot see you any more. I cannot!’ And I left her — and that’s how—”


    He was silent, and then he suddenly became drunk. He sank into a huddled-up heap and muttered:


    “Six times I went to see her. You can’t understand what it was like! I might have gone to her flat six more times, but I could not make up my mind to it. I could not! Now she has gone away.”


    He laid his hands on the table, and in a whisper, moving his fingers, said:


    “God grant I never meet her again! God grant it! Then it would be going to the devil! Let us go home. Come!”


    We went. He staggered along, muttering:


    “That’s how it is, Brother.”


    I was not surprised by the story he had told me; I had long ago guessed that something unusual had happened to him. But I was greatly depressed by what he had said about life, and more by what he had said about Osip.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER XX


    
      
    


    I LIVED three years as overseer in that dead town, amid empty buildings, watching the workmen pull down clumsy stone shops in the autumn, and rebuild them in the same way in the spring.


    The master took great care that I should earn his five rubles. If the floor of a shop had to be laid again, I had to remove earth from the whole area to the depth of one arshin. The dock laborers were paid a ruble for this work, but I received nothing; and while I was thus occupied, I had no time to look after the carpenters, who unscrewed the locks and handles from the doors and committed petty thefts of all kinds.


    Both the workmen and the contractors tried in every way to cheat me, to steal something, and they did it almost openly, as if they were performing an unpleasant duty; were not in the least indignant when I accused them, but were merely amazed.


    “You make as much fuss over five rubles as you would over twenty. It is funny to hear you!”


    I pointed out to my riiaster that, while he saved one ruble by my labor, he lost ten times more in this way, but he merely blinked at me and said:


    “That will do! You are making that up!”


    I understood that he suspected me of conniving at the thefts, which aroused in me a feeling of repulsion towards him, but I was not offended. In that class of life they all steal, and even the master liked to take what did not belong to him.


    When, after the fair, he looked into one of the shops which he was to rebuild, and saw a forgotten samovar, a piece of crockery, a carpet, or a pair of scissors which had been forgotten, even sometimes a case, or some merchandise, my master would say, smiling:


    “Make a list of the things and take them all to the store-room.”


    And he would take them home with him from the store-room, telling me sometimes to cross them off the list.


    I did not love “things”; I had no desire to possess them; even books were an embarrassment to me. I had none of my own, save the little volumes of Beranger and the songs of Heine. I should have liked to obtain Pushkin, but the book-dealer in the town was an evil old man, who asked a great deal too much for Pushkin’s works. The furniture, carpets, and mirrors, which bulked so largely in my master’s house, gave me no pleasure, irritated me by their melancholy clumsiness and smell of paint and lacquer. Most of all I disliked the mistress’s room, which reminded me of a trunk packed with all kinds of useless, superfluous objects. And I was disgusted with my master for bringing home other people’s things from the store-house. Queen Margot’s rooms had been cramped too, but they were beautiful in spite of it.


    Life, on the whole, seemed to me to be a disconnected, absurd affair; there was too much of the ob — viously stupid about it. Here we were building shops which the floods inundated in the spring, soaking through the floors, making the outer doors hang crooked. When the waters subsided the joists had begun to rot. Annually the water had overflowed the market-place for the last ten years, spoiling the buildings and the bridges. These yearly floods did enor — mous damage, and yet they all knew that the waters would not be diverted of themselves.


    Each spring the breaking of the ice cut up the barges, and dozens of small vessels. The people groaned and built new ones, which the ice again broke. It was like a ridiculous treadmill whereon one remains always in the same place. I asked Osip about it. He looked amazed, and then laughed.


    “Oh, you heron! What a young heron he is! What is it to do with you at all? What is it to you,


    But then he spoke more gravely, although he could not extinguish the light of merriment in his pale blue eyes, which had a clearness not belonging to old age.


    “That’s a very intelligent observation! Let us suppose that the affair does not concern you; all the same it may be worth something to you to understand it. Take this case, for example—”


    And he related in a dry speech, interspersed lavishly with quaint sayings, unusual comparisons, and all kinds of drollery:


    “Here is a case where people are to be pitied; they have only a little land, and in the springtime the Volga overflows its banks, carries away the earth, and lays it upon its own sand-banks. Then others complain that the bed of the Volga is choked up. The spring-time streams and summer rains tear up the gulleys, and again earth is carried away to the river.”


    He spoke without either pity or malice, but as if he enjoyed his knowledge of the miseries of life, and although his words were in agreement with my own ideas, yet it was unpleasant to listen to them.


    “Take another instance; fires.”


    I don’t think I can remember a summer when the forests beyond the Volga did not catch fire. Every July the sky was clouded by a muddy yellow smoke; the leaden sun, all its brightness gone, looked down on the earth like a bad eye.


    “As for forests, who cares about them?” said Osip. “They all belong to the nobles, or the crown; the peasants don’t own them. And if towns catch fire, that is not a very serious business either. Rich people live in towns; they are not to be pitied. But take the villages. How many villages are burned down every summer? Not less than a hundred, I should think; that’s a serious loss!”


    He laughed softly.


    “Some people have property and don’t know how to manage it, and between ourselves, a man has to work not so much on his own behalf, or on the land, as against fire and water.”


    “Why do you laugh?”


    “Why not? You won’t put a fire out with your tears, nor will they make the floods more mighty.”


    I knew that this handsome old man was more clever than any one I had met; but what were his real sympathies and antipathies? I was thinking about this all the time he was adding his little dry sayings to my store.


    “Look round you, and see how little people preserve their own, or other people’s strength. How your master squanders yours! And how much does water cost in a village? Reflect a little; it is better than any cleverness which comes from learning. If a peasant’s hut is burned, another one can be put up in its place, but when a worthy peasant loses his sight, you can’t set that right! Look at Ardalon, for example, or Grisha; see how a man can break out! A foolish fellow, the first, but Grisha is a man of understanding. He smokes like a hayrick. Women attacked him, as worms attack a murdered man in a wood.”


    I asked him without anger, merely out of curiosity:


    “Why did you go and tell the master about my ideas?’


    He answered calmly, even kindly:


    “So that he might know what harmful ideas you have. It was necessary, in order that he may teach you better ones. Who should teach you, if not he? I did not speak to him out of malice, but out of pity for you. You are not a stupid lad, but the devil is racking your brain. If I had caught you stealing, or run — ning after the girls, or drinking, I should have held my tongue. But I shall always repeat all your wild talk to the master; so now you know.”


    “I won’t talk to you, then!”


    He was silent, scratching the resin off his hands with his nails. Then he looked at me with an expression of affection and said:


    “That you will! To whom else will you talk? There is no one else.”


    Clean and neat, Osip at times reminded me of the stoker, Yaakov, absolutely indifferent to every one. Sometimes he reminded me of the valuer, Petr Vassiliev, sometimes of the drayman, Petr; occasionally he revealed a trait which was like grandfather. In one way or another he was like all the old men I had known. They were all amazingly interesting old men, but I felt that it was impossible to live with them; it would be oppressive and repulsive. They had corroded their own hearts, as it were; their clever speeches hid hearts red with rust. Was Osip good-hearted? No. Malevolent? Also no. That he was clever was all that was clear to me. But while it astounded me by its pliability, that intelligence of his deadened me, and the end of it was that I felt he was inimical to me in all kinds of ways.


    In my heart seethed the black thoughts:


    “All human creatures are strangers to one another despite their sweet words and smiles. And more; we are all strangers on the earth, too; no one seems to be bound to it by a powerful feeling of love. Grandmother alone loved to be alive, and loved all crea — tures — grandmother and gracious Queen Margot.


    Sometimes these and similar thoughts increased the density of the dark fog around me. Life had become suffocating and oppressive; but how could I live a different life? Whither could I go? I had no one to talk to, even, except Osip, and I talked to him more and more often. He listened to my heated babbling with evident interest, asked me questions, drove home a point, and said calmly:


    “The persistent woodpecker is not terrible; no one is afraid of him. But with all my heart I advise you to go into a monastery and live there till you are grown up. You will have edifying conversations with holy men to console you, you will be at peace, and you will be a source of revenue to the monks. That’s my sincere advice to you. It is evident that you are not fit for worldly business.”


    I had no desire to enter a monastery, but I felt that I was being entangled and bewildered in the enchanted circle of the incomprehensible. I was miserable. Life for me was like a forest in autumn. The mushrooms had come and gone, there was nothing to do in the empty forest, and I seemed to know all there was to know in it.


    I did not drink vodka, and I had nothing to do with girls; books took the place of these two forms of intoxication for me. But the more I read, the harder it was for me to go on living the empty, unnecessary life that most people lived.


    I had only just turned fifteen years of age, but sometimes I felt like an elderly man. I was, as it were, inwardly swollen and heavy with all I had lived through and read, or restlessly pondered. Looking into myself, I discovered that my receptacle for impressions was like a dark lumber-room closely packed with all kinds of things, of which I had neither the strength nor the wit to rid myself.


    And although they were so numerous, all these cumbersome articles were not solidly packed, but floated about, and made me waver as water makes a piece of crockery waver which does not stand firm.


    I had a fastidious dislike of unhappiness, illness, and grievances. When I saw cruelty, blood, fights even verbal baiting of a person, it aroused a physical repulsion in me which was swiftly transformed into a cold fury. This made me fight myself, like a wild beast, after which I would be painfully ashamed of myself.


    Sometimes I was so passionately desirous of beating a bully that I threw myself blindly into a fight, and even now I remember those attacks of despair, born of m/ impotence, with shame and grief.


    Within me dwelt two persons. One was cognizant of only too many abominations and obscenities, somewhat timid for that reason, was crushed by the knov/ledge of everyday horrors, and had begun to view life and people distrustfully, contemptuously, with a feeble pity for every one, including himself. This person dreamed of a quiet, solitary life with books, without people, of monasteries, of a forest-keeper’s lodge, a railway signal box, of Persia, and the office of the night watchman somewhere on the outskirts of the town. Only to see fewer people, to be remote from human creatures!


    The other person, baptized by the holy spirit of noble and wise books, observing the overwhelming strength of the daily horrors of life, felt how easily that strength might sap one’s brain-power, trample the heart with dirty footprints, and, fighting against it with all his force, with clenched teeth and fists, was always ready for a quarrel or a fight. He loved and pitied actively, and, like the brave hero in French novels, drew his sword from his scabbard on the slightest provocation, and stood in a warlike position.


    At that time I had a bitter enemy in the door-keeper of one of the brothels in Little Pokrovski Street. I made his acquaintance one morning as I was going to the market-place; he was dragging from a hackney-carriage, standing at the gate in front of the house, a girl who was dead drunk. He seized her by the legs in their wrinkled stockings, and thus held her shame-lessly, bare to the waist, exclaiming and laughing. He spat upon her body, and she came down with a jolt out of the carriage, dishevelled, blind, with open mouth, with her soft arms hanging behind her as if they had no joints. Her spine, the back of her neck, and her livid face struck the seat of the carriage and the step, and at length she fell on the pavement, striking her head on the stones.


    The driver whipped up his horse and drove off, and the porter, taking one foot in each hand and stepping backward, dragged her along as if she had been a corpse. I lost control of myself and made a rush at him, but as luck would have it, I hurled myself against, or accidentally ran into a rainwater-barrel, which saved both the porter and me a great deal of unpleasantness. Striking him on the rebound, I knocked him over, darted up the steps, and desperately pulled the bell-handle. Some infuriated people rushed on the scene, and as I could not explain anything, I went away, picking up the barrel.


    On the way I overtook the cab. The driver looked down at me from the coach-box and said:


    “You knocked him over smartly.”


    I asked him angrily how he could allow the portel to make sport of the girl, and he replied calmly, with a fastidious air:


    “As for me, let them go to the dogs! A gentleman paid me when he put her in my cab. What is it to me if one person beats another?”


    “And if he had killed her?’


    “Oh, well; you soon kill that sort!” said the driver, as if he had repeatedly tried to kill drunken girls.


    After that I saw the porter nearly every day. When I passed up the street he would be sweeping the pavement, or sitting on the steps as if he were waiting for me. As I approached him he would stand up, tuck up his sleeves, and announce kindly:


    “I am going to smash you to atoms now!”


    He was over forty, small, bow-legged, with a pendulous paunch. When he laughed he looked at me with beaming eyes, and it was terribly strange to me to see that they were kind and merry. He could not fight, because his arms were shorter than mine, and after two or three turns he let me go, leaned his back against the gate, and said, apparently in great surprise:


    “All right; you wait, clever!”


    These fights bored me, and one day I said to him:


    “Listen, fool! Why don’t you let me alone?”


    “Why do you fight, then?” he asked reproachfully.


    I asked him in turn why he had maltreated the girl.


    “What did it matter to you? Are you sorry for her?’


    “Of course I am!”


    He was silent, rubbing his lips, and then asked:


    “And would you be sorry for a cat?”


    “Yes, I should.”


    Then he said:


    “You are a fool, rascal! Wait; I’ll show you something.”


    I never could avoid passing up that street — it was the shortest way — but I began to get up earlier, in order not to meet the man. However, in a few days I saw him again, sitting on the steps and stroking a smoke-colored cat which lay on his knees. When I was about three paces from him he jumped up, seized the cat by the legs, and dashed its head against the stone balustrade, so that I was splashed with the warm blood. He then hurled the cat under my feet and stood at the gate, crying:


    “What now?”


    What could I do? Wc rolled about the yard like two curs, and afterward, as I sat on a grassy slope, nearly crazy with inexpressible grief, I bit my lips to keep myself from howling. When I remember it I shiver with a feeling of sickening repulsion, amazed that I did not go out of my mind and kill some one.


    Why do I relate these abominations? So that you may know, kind sirs, that is not all past and done with! You have a liking for grim fantasies; you are delighted with horrible stories well told; the grotesquely terrible excites you pleasantly. But I know of genuine horrors, everyday terrors, and I have an undeniable right to excite you unpleasantly by telling you about them, in order that you may remember how we live, and under what circumstances. A low and unclean life it is, ours, and that is the truth!


    I am a lover of humanity and I have no desire to make any one miserable, but one must not be sentimental, nor hide the grim truth with the motley words of beautiful lies. Let us face life as it is! All that is good and human in our hearts and brains needs renewing. What went to my head most of all was the attitude of the average man toward women. From my reading of novels I had learned to look upon woman as the best and most significant thing in life. Grandmother had strengthened me in this belief by her stories about Our Lady and Vassilissia the Wise. What I knew of the unhappy laundress, Natalia, and those hundred and thousands of glances and smiles which I observed, with which women, the mothers of life, adorn this life of sordid joys, sordid loves, also helped me.


    The books of Turgenieff sang the praises of woman, and with all the good I knew about women I had adorned the image of Queen Margot in my memory. Heine and Turgenieff especially gave me much that was precious for this purpose.


    In the evenings as I was returning from the market-place I used to halt on the hill by the walls of the Kreml and look at the sun setting beyond the Volga. Fiery streams flowed over the heavens; the terrestrial, beloved river had turned purple and blue. Sometimes in such moments the land looked like an enor — mous convict barge; it had the appearance of a pig be — ing lazily towed along by an invisible steamer.


    But I thought more often of the great world, of towns which I had read about, of foreign countries where people lived in a different manner. Writers of other countries depicted life as cleaner, more attractive, less burdensome than that life which seethed slug — gishly and monotonously around me. This thought calmed my disturbed spirit, aroused visions of the possibility of a different life for me.


    And I felt that I should meet some simple-minded, wise man who would lead me on that broad, bright road.


    One day as I sat on a bench by the walls of the Kreml my Uncle Yaakov appeared at my side. I had not noticed his approach, and I did not recognize him at once. Although we had lived in the same town during several years, we had met seldom, and then only accidentally and for a mere glimpse of each other.


    “Ekh! how you have stretched out!” he said jestingly, and we fell to talking like two people long ac — quainted but not intimate.


    From what grandmother had told me I knew that Uncle Yaakov had spent those years in quarrelling and idleness; he had had a situation as assistant warder at the local goal, but his term of service ended badly. The chief warder being ill, Uncle Yaakov arranged festivities in his own quarters for the convicts. This was discovered, and he was dismissed and handed over to the police on the charge of having let the prisoners out to “take a walk” in the town at night. None of them had escaped, but one was caught in the act of trying to throttle a certain deacon. The business draggged on for a long time, but the matter never came into court; the convicts and the warders were able to exculpate my good uncle. But now he lived without working on the earnings of his son who sang in the church choir at Rukavishnikov, which was famous at that time. He spoke oddly of this son:


    “He has become very solemn and important! He is a soloist. He gets angry if the samovar is not ready to time, or if his clothes are not brushed. A very dapper fellow he is, and clean.”


    Uncle himself had aged considerably; he looked grubby and fallen away. His gay, curly locks had grown very scanty, and his ears stuck out; in the whites of his eyes and on the leathery skin of his shaven cheeks there appeared thick, red veins. He spoke jestingly, but it seemed as if there were something in his mouth which impeded his utterance, although his teeth were sound.


    I was glad to have the chance of talking to a man who knew how to live well, had seen much, and must therefore know much. I well remembered his lively, comical songs and grandfather’s words about him:


    “In songs he is King David, but in business he plots evil, like Absalom!”


    On the promenade a well-dressed crowd passed and repassed: luxuriously attired gentlemen, chinovniks, officers; uncle was dressed in a shabby, autumn overcoat, a battered cap, and brown boots, and was visibly pricked by annoyance at the thought of his own costume. We went into one of the public-houses on the Pochainski Causeway, taking a table near the window which opened on the market-place.


    “Do you remember how you sang:


    “A beggar hung his leggings to dry,

    And another beggar came and stole them away?”


    
      
    


    When I had uttered the words of the song, I felt for the first time their mocking meaning, and it seemed to me that my gay uncle was both witty and malicious. But he, pouring vodka into a glass, said thoughtfully:


    “Well, I am getting on in years, and I have made very little of my life. That song is not mine; it was composed by a teacher in the seminary. What was his name now? He is dead; I have forgotten. We were great friends. He was a bachelor. He died in his sleep, in a fit. How many people have gone to sleep that I can remember! It would be hard to count them. You don’t drink? That is right; don’t! Do you see your grandfather often? He is not a happy old man. I believe he is going out of his mind.”


    After a few drinks he became more lively, held him-self up, looked younger, and began to speak with more animation. I asked him for the story of the convicts.


    “You heard about it?” he inquired, and with a glance around, and lowering his voice, he said:


    “What about the convicts? I was not their judge, you know; I saw them merely as human creatures, and I said: ‘Brothers, let us live together in harmony, let us live happily! There is a song,’ I said, ‘which runs like this:


    “Imprisonment to happiness is no bar. Let them do with us as they will! Still we shall live for sake of laughter, He is a fool who lives otherwise.”


    He laughed, glanced out of the window on the darkening causeway, and continued, smoothing his whis — kers:


    “Of course they were dull in that prison, and as soon as the roll-call was over, they came to me. We had vodka and dainties, sometimes provided by me, sometimes by themselves. I love songs and dancing, and among them were some excellent singers and dancers. It was astonishing! Some of them were in fetters, and it was no calumny to say that I undid their chains; it is true. But bless you, they knew how to take them off by themselves without a blacksmith; they are a handy lot of people; it is astonishing! But to say that I let them wander about the town to rob people is rubbish, and it was never proved!”


    He was silent, gazing out of the window on the causeway where the merchants were shutting up their chests of goods; iron bars rattled, rusty hinges creaked, some boards fell with a resounding crash. Then winking at me gaily, he continued in a low voice:


    “To speak the truth, one of them did really go out at night, only he was not one of the fettered ones, but simply a local thief from the lower end of the town; his sweetheart lived not far away on the Pechorka. And the affair with the deacon happened through a mistake; he took the deacon for a merchant. It was a winter night, in a snowstorm; everybody was wearing a fur coat; how could he tell the difference in his haste between a deacon and a merchant?”


    This struck me as being funny, and he laughed himself as he said:


    “Yes, by gad! It was the very devil—”


    Here my uncle became unexpectedly and strangely angry. He pushed away his plate of savories, frowned with an expression of loathing, and, smoking a cigarette, muttered:


    “They rob one another; then they catch one another and put one another away in prisons in Siberia, in the galleys; but what is it to do with me? I spit upon them all! I have my own soul!”


    The shaggy stoker stood before me; he also had been wont to “spit upon” people, and he also was called Yaakov.


    “What are you thinking about?” asked my uncle softly.


    “Were you sorry for the convicts?”


    “It is easy to pity them, they are such children; it is amazing! Sometimes I would look at one of them and think: I am not worthy to black his boots; although I am set over him! Clever devils, skilful with their hands.”


    The wine and his reminiscences had again pleasantly animated him. With his elbows resting on the window-sill, waving his yellow hand with the cigarette between its fingers, he spoke with energy:


    “One of them, a crooked fellow, an engraver and watchmaker, was convicted of coining. You ought to have heard how he talked! It was like a song, a flame! ‘Explain to me,’ he would say; ‘why may the exchequer coin money while I may not? Tell me that!’ And no one could tell him why, no one, not even I, and I was chief over him. There was another, a well-known Moscow thief, quiet mannered, foppish, neat as a pin, who used to say courteously: ‘People work till their senses are blunted, and I have no desire to do the same. I have tried it. You work and work till weariness has made a fool of you, get drunk on two copecks, lose seven copecks at cards, get a woman to be kind to you for five copecks, and then, all over again, cold and hungry. No,’ he says, ‘I am not playing that game.’”


    Uncle Yaakov bent over the table and continued, reddening to the tips of his ears. He was so excited that even his small ears quivered.


    “They were no fools. Brother; they knew what was right! To the devil with red tape! Take myself, for instance; what has my life been? I look back on!t with shame, everything by snatches, stealthily; my sorrows were my own, but all my joys were stolen. Either my father shouted, ‘Don’t you dare!’ or my wife screamed, ‘You cannot!’ I was afraid to throw down a ruble. And so all my life has passed away, and here I am acting the lackey to my own son. Why should I hide it? I serve him, Brother, meekly, and he scolds me like a gentleman. He says, ‘Father!’ and I obey like a footman. Is that what I was born for, and what I struggled on in poverty for — that I should be servant to my own son? But, even without that, why was I born? What pleasure have I had in life?”


    I listened to him inattentively. However, I said reluctantly, and not expecting an answer:


    “I don’t know what sort of a life mine will be.”


    He burst out laughing.


    “Well, and who does know? I have never met any one yet who knew! So people live; he who can get accustomed to anything—”


    And again he began to speak in an offended, angry tone:


    “One of the men I had was there for assault, a man from Orla, a gentleman, who danced beautifully. He made us all laugh by a song about Vanka:


    “Vanka passes by the churchyard,

    That is a very simple matter!

    Ach! Vanka, draw your horns in

    For you won’t get beyond the graveyard!


    
      
    


    “I don’t think that is at all funny, but it is true! As you can’t come back, you can’t see beyond the graveyard. In that case it is the same to me whether I am a convict, or a warder over convicts.”


    He grew tired of talking, drank his vodka, and looked into the empty decanter with one eye, like a bird. He silently lighted another cigarette, blowing the smoke through his mustache.


    “Don’t struggle, don’t hope for anything, for the grave and the churchyard let no man pass them,” the mason, Petr, used to say sometimes, yet he was absolutely dissimilar to Uncle Yaakov. How many such sayings I knew already!


    I had nothing more to ask my uncle about. It was melancholy to be with him, and I was sorry for him. I kept recalling his lively songs and the sound of the guitar which produced joy out of a gentle melancholy.


    I had not forgotten merry Tzigan. I had not forgotten, and as I looked at the battered countenance of Uncle Yaakov, I thought involuntarily:


    “Does he remember how he crushed Tzigan to death with the cross?”


    But I had no desire to ask him about it. I looked into the causeway, which was flooded with a gray August fog. The smell of apples and melons floated up to me. Along the narrow streets of the town the lamps gleamed; I knew it all by heart. At that moment I heard the siren of the Ribinsk steamer, and then of that other which was bound for Perm.


    “Well, we ‘d better go,” said my uncle.


    At the door of the tavern as he shook my hand he said jokingly:


    “Don’t be a hypochondriac. You are rather inclined that way, eh? Spit on it! You are young. The chief thing you have to remember is that Tate is no hindrance to happiness.’ Well, good-by; I am going to Uspen!”


    My cheerful uncle left me more bewildered than ever by his conversation.


    I walked up to the town and came out in the fields. It was midnight; heavy clouds floated in the sky, obliterating my shadow on the earth by their own black shadows. Leaving the town for the fields, I reached the Volga, and there I lay in the dusty grass and looked for a long time at the river, the meadow, on that motionless earth. Across the Volga the shadows of the clouds floated slowly; by the time they had reached the meadows they looked brighter, as if they had been washed in the water of the river. Everything around seemed half asleep, stupefied as it were, moving unwillingly, and only because it was compelled to do so, and not from a flaming love of movement and life.


    And I desired so ardently to cast a beneficent spell over the whole earth and myself, which would cause every one, myself included, to be swept by a joyful whirlwind, a festival dance of people, loving one another in this life, spending their lives for the sake of others, beautiful, brave, honorable.


    I thought:


    “I must do something for myself, or I shall be ruined.”


    On frowning autumn days, when one not only did not see the sun, but did not feel it, either — forgot all about it, in fact — on autumn days, more than once — I happened to be wandering in the forest. Having left the high road and lost all trace of the pathways, I at length grew tired of looking for them. Setting my teeth, I went straight forward, over fallen trees which were rotting, over the unsteady mounds which rose from the marshes, and in the end I always came out on the right road.


    It was in this way that I made up my mind.


    In the autumn of that year I went to Kazan, in the secret hope of finding some means of studying there.
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    INTRODUCTION


    
      
    


    It cannot be denied that the academic expression “Literature” is an ill-favoured word. It involuntarily calls up the Antithesis of Life, of Personal Experience, of the Simple Expression of Thought and Feeling. With what scorn does Verlaine exclaim in his Poems:


    “And the Rest is only Literature.”


    


    The word is not employed here in Verlaine’s sense. The Impersonal is to be excluded from this Collection. Notwithstanding its solid basis, the modern mode of the Essay gives full play of personal freedom in the handling of its matter.


    In writing an entire History of Literature, one is unable to take equal interest in all its details. Much is included because it belongs there, but has to be described and criticised of necessity, not desire. While the Author concentrates himself con amore upon the parts which, in accordance with his temperament, attract his sympathies, or rivet his attention by their characteristic types, he accepts the rest as unavoidable stuffing, in order to escape the reproach of ignorance or defect. In the Essay there is no padding. Nothing is put in from external considerations. The Author here admits no temporising with his subject.


    However foreign the theme may be to him, there is always some point of contact between himself and the strange Personality. There is certain to be some crevice through which he can insinuate himself into this alien nature, after the fashion of the cunning actor with his part. He tries to feel its feelings, to think its thoughts, to divine its instincts, to discover its impulses and its will — then retreats from it once more, and sets down what he has gathered.


    Or he steeps himself intimately in the subject, till he feels that the Alien Personality is beginning to live in him. It may be months before this happens; but it comes at last. Another Being fills him; for the time his soul is captive to it, and when he begins to express himself in words, he is freed, as it were, from an evil dream, the while he is fulfilling a cherished duty.


    It is a welcome task to one who feels himself congenial to some Great or Significant Man, to give expression to his cordial feelings and his inspiration. It becomes an obsession with him to communicate to others what he sees in his Idol, his Divinity. Yet it is not Inspiration for his Subject alone that makes the Essayist. Some point that has no marked attraction in itself may be inexpressibly precious to the Author as Material, presenting itself to him with some rare stamps or unexpected feature, that affords a special vehicle for the expression of his temperament. Every man favours what he can describe or set forth better than his neighbours; each seeks the Stuff that calls out his capacities, and gives him opportunity to show what he is capable of. Whether the Personality portrayed be at his Antipodes, whether or no he have one single Idea in common with him, matters nothing. The picture may in sooth be most successful when the Original is entirely remote from the delineator, in virtue of contrary temperament, or totally different mentality, — just because the traits of such a nature stand out the more sharply to the eye of the tranquil observer.


    Since Montaigne wrote the first Essays, this Form has permeated every country. In France, Sainte-Beuve, in North America, Emerson, has founded his School. In Germany, Hillebranat follows the lead of Sainte-Beuve, while Hermann Grimm is a disciple of Emerson. The Essayists of To-day are Legion.


    It is hard to say whether what is set out in this brief and agreeable mode will offer much resistance to the ravages of Time. In any case its permanence is not excluded. It is conceivable that men, when condemned to many months’ imprisonment, might arm themselves with the Works of Sainte-Beuve for their profitable entertainment, rather than with the Writings of any other Frenchman, since they give the Quintessence of many Books and many Temperaments. As to the permanent value of the Literature of To-day, we can but express conjectures, or at most opinions, that are binding upon none. We may hope that After-Generations will interest themselves not merely in the Classic Forms of Poetry and History, but also in this less monumental Mode of the Criticism of our Era. And if this be not the case, we may console ourselves in advance with the reflection that the After-World is not of necessity going to be cleverer than the Present — that we have indeed no guarantee that it will be able to appreciate the Qualities of our Contemporaries quite according to their merits.


    So much that is New, and to us Unknown, will occupy it in the Future!


    GEORGE BRANDES.


    
      
    


    Paris, May 1904.
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    Characterisation; Environment; Gorki’s predecessors; Reaction and pessimism; Literature and society; Gorki’s youth; Hard times; A vagrant life; Journalist days; Rapid success; The new heroes; Creatures once men; Vagabond philosophy; Accusing symbolism.


    Within the last few years a new and memorable note has been sounded among the familiar strains of Russian literature. It has produced a regeneration, penetrating and quickening the whole. The author who proclaimed the new voice from his very soul has not been rejected. He was welcomed on all sides with glad and ready attention. Nor was it his compatriots alone who gave ear to him. Other countries, Germany in particular, have not begrudged him a hearing; as has too often been the case for native genius. The young Russian was speedily accounted one of the most widely read in his own land and in adjacent countries.


    Success has rarely been achieved so promptly as by Maxim Gorki. The path has seldom been so smooth and free from obstacles.


    Not but that Gorki has had his struggles. But what are those few years, in comparison with the decades through which others have had, and still have, to strive and wrestle? His fight has rather been for the attainment of a social status, of intellectual self-mastery and freedom, than for artistic recognition. He was recognised, indeed, almost from the first moment when he came forward with his characteristic productions. Nay, he was more than recognised. He was extolled, and loved, and honoured. His works were devoured.


    This startling success makes a closer consideration and appreciation of the author’s works and personality incumbent on us.


    


    A black, sullen day in March. Rain and vapour. No movement in the air. The horizon is veiled in the grey mists that rise from the earth, and blend in the near distance with the dropping pall of the Heavens.


    And yet there is a general sense of coming Spring. The elder-bushes are bursting, the buds swelling. A topaz shimmer plays amid the shadowy fringes of the light birch stems, and on the budding tops of the lime-trees. The bushes are decked with catkins. The boughs of the chestnut glisten with pointed reddish buds. Fresh green patches are springing up amid the yellow matted grass of the road-side.


    The air is chill, and saturated with moisture. Everything is oppressed, and exertion is a burden.…


    Suddenly a wind springs up, and tears the monotonously tinted curtains of the sky asunder, tossing the clouds about in its powerful arms like a child at play, and unveiling a glimpse of the purest Heaven… only to roll up a thick dark ball of cloud again next moment. Everything is in motion.


    The mist clears off, the trees are shaken by the wind till the drops fall off in spray.


    The sky gets light, and then clouds over again.


    But the weary, demoralising, despairing monotony has vanished.


    Life is here.


    Spring has come.


    With all its atmosphere, with all its force and vigour, with its battles, and its faith in victory.


    


    It is somewhat after this fashion that the personality of the young Russian author, and his influence on Russia, and on Russian Literature, may be characterised.


    In order rightly to grasp the man and his individual methods, together with his significance for his mother-country, we must know the environment and the relations on which Gorki entered. Thus only shall we understand him, and find the key to his great success in Russia, and the after-math of this success in foreign countries.


    Maxim Gorki is now just thirty-seven years old. Ten years ago he was employed in the repairing works of the railway in Tiflis as a simple artisan. To-day he ranks among the leading intellects of Russia.


    This is an abrupt leap, the crossing of a deep cleft which separates two worlds that tower remote on either side. The audacity of the spring can only be realised when we reflect that Maxim Gorki worked his way up from the lowest stratum, and never had any regular schooling.


    The most subtle analysis of Gorki’s talent would, however, be inadequate to cover his full significance as a writer. It is only in connection with the evolution of Russian society and Russian literature that Gorki, as a phenomenon, becomes intelligible.


    


    The educated Russian does not regard his national literature merely as the intellectual flower of his nation; it must essentially be a mirror of actual social occurrences, of the cultural phase in which any particular work originated.


    The Russian author does not conceive his task to lie exclusively in pandering to the aesthetic enjoyment of his readers, in exciting and diverting them, and in providing them with sensational episodes. Literature of this type finds no home in the Russia of to-day. Since she first possessed a literature of her own, Russia has demanded something more from her writers. An author must be able to express the shades of public opinion. It is his task to give voice and form to what is circulating through the various social classes, and setting them in motion. What they cannot voice in words, what is only palpitating and thrilling through them, is what he must express in language; and his business is to create men from the universal tendencies. Nay, more, it is his task to reorganise these tendencies.


    This explains the general and lively interest felt in Russia for the productions of belles lettres. This form of literature is regarded as the mirror of the various phases of that astounding development which Russia has accomplished during the last sixty years.


    First came the reforms of the Fifties and Sixties. Serfdom was abolished, class distinctions were largely broken up, local self-government was initiated. So many reforms were introduced in the departments of Justice, of Instruction, of Credit and Commerce, that the ground was prepared for a totally new Russia. A vigorous blossoming of Russian literature coincided with this period of fermentation. Turgeniev, Gontscharov, Leo Tolstoi, and Dostoevsky found rich nutriment for their imaginative talent in the fresh-turned prolific soil of Russian Society. With, and alongside of, them a number of no less gifted authors throve uninterruptedly, till the reaction in the second half of the Sixties and in the Seventies fell like a frosty rime upon the luxurious blooms, and shrivelled them. The giants were silenced one by one. Leo Tolstoi remained the sole survivor.


    With him none but the epigones, the friends of the people, worked on. Few writers attained to any eminence. Among such as also won a hearing in Germany must be mentioned Vladimir Korolenko and Chekhov. These two belong to the group known as “the Men of the Eighties.”


    These years, which immediately preceded the appearance of Gorki, form part of the most gloomy period of modern Russian history. Blackest reaction followed the desperate struggles of the Nihilists in the Seventies in all departments. At the threshold of the Century stalked the spectre of regicide, to which Alexander II. was the doomed victim… and over the future hovered the grim figure which banished its thousands and ten thousands of gifted young intellectuals to Siberia.


    This period accordingly corresponded with a definite moral retrogression in the ethical condition of the Russian people.


    There was a necessary reflection of it in the literature. This era produced nothing of inspired or reformatory force. A profound pessimism stifled all originality. Korolenko alone, who was living during the greater part of this time as a political prisoner in distant Yakutsk, where he did not imbibe the untoward influences of the reaction, remained unmoved and strong. Anton Chekhov, too, survived the gloomy years, and grew beyond them.


    He did not, it is true, entirely escape the influences of the time. He was the delineator of the deplorable social conditions under which he lived. But he deserves to be better known than he is to the outside public. His works everywhere express a craving for better things — for the reforms that never come. His men are helpless. They say indeed:


    “No, one cannot live like this. Life under these conditions is impossible.” But they never rouse themselves to any act of emancipation. They founder on existence and its crushing tyranny.


    Chekhov is none the less the gifted artist of many parts, and imbued with deep earnestness, who gave mature and valuable work to the men of his time, which, from its significance, will have an enduring after-effect, and will be prized for its genuine ability long after weaker, but more noisy and aggressive, talents have evaporated. He was, however, so finely organised that his brain responded to all the notes of his epoch, and he only emancipated himself by giving them out again in his works of art. And so his “Sea-Gull,” “Uncle Vanja,” and other dramas, novels, and stories portray the blighted, hopeless, degenerate men of his day, his country, and its woes… like the productions of many others who worked alongside of him, but did not attain the same heights of imagination.


    


    Such was the state of Russian Literature and Russian Society at the time of Maxim Gorki’s appearance. He stands for the new and virile element, for which the reforms of the Sixties had been the preparation. These reforms, one-sided and imperfect as they may have been, had none the less sufficed to create new economic conditions. On the one hand, a well-to-do middle-class, recruited almost entirely from non-aristocratic strata, sprang up; on the other, an industrial proletariat. Maxim Gorki emerged from this environment: and as a phenomenon he is explained by this essentially modern antithesis. He flung himself into the literary movement in full consciousness of his social standing. And it was just this self-consciousness, which stamped him as a personality, that accounted for his extraordinary success. It was obvious that, as one of a new and aspiring class, a class that once more cherished ideal aims and was not content with actual forms of existence, Gorki, the proletaire and railway-hand, would not disavow Life, but would affirm it, affirm it with all the force of his heart and lungs.


    And it is to this new note that he is indebted for his influence.


    


    Gorki, or to give him his real name, Alexei Maximovich Pjeschkov, was born on March 14, 1868, in Nijni Novgorod. His mother Varvara was the daughter of a rich dyer. His father, however, was only a poor upholsterer, and on this account Varvara was disinherited by her father; but she held steadfast to her love. Little Maxim was bereft of his parents at an early age. When he was three he was attacked by the cholera, which at the same time carried off his father. His mother died in his ninth year, after a second marriage, a victim to phthisis. Thus Gorki was left an orphan. His stern grandfather now took charge of him. According to the Russian custom he was early apprenticed to a cobbler. But here misfortune befell him. He scalded himself with boiling water, and the foreman sent him home to his grandfather. Before this he had been to school for a short time; but as he contracted small-pox he had to give up his schooling. And that, to his own satisfaction, was the end of his education. He was no hand at learning. Nor did he find much pleasure in the Psalms in which his grandfather instructed him.


    As soon as he had recovered from the accident at the shoemaker’s, he was placed with a designer and painter of ikons. But “here he could not get on”; his master treated him too harshly, and his pluck failed him. This time he found himself a place, and succeeded in getting on board one of the Volga steamboats as a scullion.


    And now for the first time he met kindly, good-natured people. The cook Smuriy was delighted with the intelligent lad and tried to impart to him all that he knew himself. He was a great lover of books. And the boy was charmed to find that any one who was good-tempered could have relations with letters. He began to consider a book in a new light, and took pleasure in reading, which he had formerly loathed. The two friends read Gogol and the Legends of the Saints in their leisure hours in a corner of the deck, with the boundless steppes of the Volga before them, lapped by the music of the waves that plashed against the sides of the vessel. In addition, the boy read all that fell into his hands. Along with the true classics he fed his mind upon the works of unknown authors and the play-books hawked about by travelling pedlars.


    All this aroused a passionate, overpowering thirst for art and knowledge in Gorki when he was about fifteen. Without a notion of how he was to be clothed and fed during his student life he betook himself to Kasan to study. His rash hopes soon foundered. He had, as he expressed it, no money to buy knowledge. And instead of attending the Schools he went into a biscuit-factory. The three roubles (then 5s.), which was his monthly salary, earned him a scanty living by an eighteen-hour day. Gorki soon gave up this task, which was too exhausting for him. He lived about on the river and in the harbour, working at casual jobs as a sawyer or porter. At this time he had no roof, and was forced to live in the society of the derelicts. What Gorki must have suffered in this company, during his struggle for the bare means of subsistence, may be imagined — he sounded the lowest depths of human life, and fell into the blackest abysses.


    With the best will, and with all his energies, he was unable to attain any prospect of brighter days, and sank deeper and deeper into the existence of the castaway.


    In his twentieth year he gave up the struggle. Life seemed to him devoid of value, and he attempted suicide. The ball from the revolver entered his lung without killing him, and the surgeon managed to extract it. Gorki was ill for some time after this event, and when he recovered set about finding new work.


    He became a fruit-vendor, as before reading all kinds of scientific and literary works with avidity. But this profession brought him no farther than the rest. He then went to Karazin as signalman and operative in the railway works.


    However, he made no long stay on the railway. In 1890 he was obliged to present himself at Nijni Novgorod, his native place, for the military conscription. He was not, however, enrolled on account of the wound that remained from his attempt at suicide.


    In Nijni Novgorod he became acquainted with certain members of the educated classes. At first he wandered up and down selling beer and kvass — filling the cups of all who wished to drink.… But he was driven to fare forth again, and again took up the life of a vagrant and a toper. In Odessa he found occupation in the harbour and the salt-works. Then he wandered through Besserabia, the Crimea, the Kuban, and eventually reached the Caucasus. At Tiflis he worked in the railway sheds. Here he once more foregathered with educated people, particularly with some young Armenians. His personality and already remarkable mental equipment secured him their friendship. A derelict student, whom he afterwards described under the name of Alexander Kaluschny, taught him to write and cypher. He gave keen attention to the physical states of an insane friend, who was full of the Regeneration of Mankind, and entered his observations in his note-book. Gorki possesses a vast number of these note-books, in which he has written down his impressions. At this period he was also studying the great poets, Shakespeare, Goethe, Byron. Most of all he admired Manfred, who dominated the Elements and Ahriman. Everything out of the common inspired him.


    It was at this time that he began to do literary work, in the utmost secrecy. His story, “Makar Chudra,” appeared in 1893 in the Caucasian journal Kavkas, but he was as yet unable to make his living by intellectual pursuits, and was still compelled to be Jack-of-all-trades. It occurred to him to muster a travelling company. He strapped up a small bundle and sallied forth. By April he had enlisted others of like mind. A woman and five men presented themselves. The troup increased on the way… but Gorki had to dree his weird alone, and returned to Nijni Novgorod.


    A fortunate accident brought him into relation with the lawyer Lanin, a true friend to modern literature, who was not slow to appreciate the talent that had found its way to his bureau, and occupied himself most generously with the education of the young writer.


    Gorki now wrote his first long story. Various friends of literature soon began to take notice of him. They sent him to the famous Vladimir Korolenko, who was then living in Nijni Novgorod, and editing the paper, Russkoe Bogatstvo. Korolenko was much interested in Gorki, but was unable at that time to offer the young writer any remunerative work. Gorki was obliged to eke out his living by contributing to small provincial papers. He shared the same fate as so many of his fellow journalists. None of the editors offered any sort of honorarium, but simply returned his contributions, when, as happened with one of the Odessa journals, he asked three kopecks a line from it. This same paper, however, commissioned him to write a report of the World’s Fair at Nijni Novgorod in the year 1896.


    Gorki gladly agreed, and his reports excited general attention. But they were shockingly remunerated, and he was forced to live under such wretched conditions that his lungs became affected.


    Korolenko now exerted himself seriously on Gorki’s behalf. And the advocacy of a power in the literary world effected what all his highly characteristic achievements had not accomplished for him. It made him known and desirable. New journals enlisted him as a permanent colleague on their staff. Henceforward existence was no concern to the literary vagabond, who on his own showing had had four teachers: the cook on the Volga steamer, the advocate Lanin, the idler whom he describes in Kaluschny, and Korolenko.


    


    Seldom is it the case that an author comes to his own as early as Gorki. This was undoubtedly due to the courageous manner in which he struck out into the social currents that were agitating his country. And the rapid impression he made was due as much to the peculiar conditions of the Russian Empire as to his own talent. There, where there can be no public expression of schemes for the future, no open desire for self-development, Art is always the realisation of greater hopes than it can be where a free path has already been laid down. And it is thus that men like Gorki can exert an overwhelming influence which is absolutely inconceivable to other nationalities. It is not merely the result of their artistic temperament. It derives at least as strongly from their significance to Humanity, their effect upon culture, their aggressive energy.


    On the other hand, it would be a perversion to ascribe the success of such individuals to circumstances alone, and to what they say, and the inflexible virile courage with which they say it. Talent, genius, the why and wherefore, are all factors. In Russia there are not a few who share the experiences and insight of Gorki. But they lack means of expression; they are wanting in executive ability.


    Not that many capable men are not also on the scene at present. But maybe they are not the “whole man,” who puts the matter together, without fear or ruth, as Gorki has done so often.


    


    


    “As an implacable foe to all that is mean and paltry in the aspirations of Humanity, I demand that every individual who bears a human countenance shall really be — a MAN!”


    “Senseless, pitiful, and repulsive is this our existence, in which the immoderate, slavish toil of the one-half incessantly enables the other to satiate itself with bread and with intellectual enjoyments.”


    From “Man.” By Maxim Gorki.


    


    
      

    


    


    It is vain for Maximovich Pjeschkov not to term himself Gorki, the “Bitter One.” He opposes a new Kingdom of Heroes in contrast to the old hero-world, to the great strategists and wholesale butchers. Bluebeard and Toggenburg, Richard Coeur-de-Lion — what are these bloody tyrants for us of to-day? It is impossible to resuscitate them as they were of old. They were, — and have become a form, in which the exuberant and universal Essence of Life no longer embodies itself.


    But… we must have our Heroes still; heroes who master their lives after their own fashion, and who are the conquerors of fate. We cry out for men who are able to transcend the pettiness of every day, who despise it, and calmly live beyond it.


    And Gorki steps forward with the revelation of the often misrepresented Destitutes — or the homeless and hearthless — who are despised, rejected, and abused. And he makes us know them for heroes, conquerors, adventurers. Not all, indeed, but many of them.


    The sketch entitled “Creatures that once were Men,” which is in a measure introductory to the famous “Doss-house” (“Scenes from the Abysses”) is especially illuminating.


    Here we have the New Romance. Here is no bygone ideal newly decked and dressed out, trimmed up with fresh finery. It is the men of our own time who are described.


    Whether other nations will accept such heroes in fulfilment of their romantic aspirations may be questioned. It seems very doubtful. The “Doss-house” is for the most part too strong for a provincial public, too agitating, too revolutionary. The Germans, for example, have not the deep religious feeling of the Russian, for whom each individual is a fellow sinner, a brother to be saved. Nor have they as yet attained to that further religious sense which sees in every man a sinless soul, requiring no redemption.


    To us, therefore, Gorki’s “creatures that once were men” appear strange and abnormal types. The principal figure is the ex-captain and present keeper of the shelter, the former owner of a servant’s registry and printing works — Aristides Kuvalda. He has failed to regulate his life, and is the leader and boon companion of a strange band. His best friend is a derelict schoolmaster, who earns a very fair income as a newspaper reporter. But what is money to a man of this type? He sallies forth, buys fruit and sweetmeats and good food with half his earnings, collects all the children of the alley in which Kuvalda’s refuge is situated, and treats them down by the river with these delicacies. He lends the best part of his remaining funds to his friends, and the rest goes in vodka and his keep at the doss-house.


    Other wastrels of the same type lodge with Kuvalda. They are all men who have been something. And so Gorki calls them Bivshiye lyudi, which may be literally translated “the Men Who Have Been” (“Creatures that once were Men “).


    To our taste the story is too discursive and long-winded. The prolonged introductory descriptions, the too exact and minute particularities of external detail, especially in regard to persons, destroy the sharp edge of the impression, and obliterate its characteristics. It would have been clearer with fewer words. Honesty bids us recognise a certain incapacity for self-restraint in Gorki.


    This, however, is a trifle compared with the vivid, impersonal descriptions of the conduct of the derelicts — illuminated by the heroic deed of Kuvalda, as by an unquenchable star. Kuvalda loses his mainstay when his comrade, the schoolmaster, dies. He is enraged at the brutal treatment meted out to him and to the other inhabitants of the slum by the Officials of the City and the Government. He embroils himself with ill-concealed purpose with his deadly enemy the merchant Petunikov and insults the police. His object is gained. He is beaten, and led away to prison.


    Unfortunately Gorki endows his characters with too elevated a philosophy. He pours his own wine into their bottles. Vagabonds and tramps do often indeed possess a profound knowledge of life peculiar to themselves, and a store of worldly wisdom. But they express it more unconsciously, more instinctively, less sentimentally, than Gorki.


    From the artistic point of view this ground-note of pathos is an abiding defect in Gorki. He is lacking in the limpid clarity of sheer light-heartedness. Humour he has indeed. But his humour is bitter as gall, and corrosive as sulphuric acid. “Kain and Artem” may be cited as an instance.


    Kain is a poor little Jewish pedlar. Artem, the handsome, strong, but corrupt lover of the huckstress, is tended by him when he has been half-killed by envious and revengeful rivals. In return for this nursing, and for his rescue from need and misery, Artem protects the despised and persecuted Kain. But he has grown weary of gratitude — gratitude to the weak being ever a burden to strong men. And the lion drives away the imploring mouse, that saved him once from the nets that held him captive — and falls asleep smiling.


    This sombre temperament determines the catastrophe of the other stories. They almost invariably close in the sullen gloom of a wet March evening, when we wonder afresh if the Spring is really coming.


    In “Creatures that once were Men,” Gorki’s sinister experience and pathos are essential factors in the accusing symbolism. He relates in the unpretending style of a chronicler how the corpulent citizens reside on the hill-tops, amid well-tended gardens. When it rains the whole refuse of the upper town streams into the slums.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    THE NEW ROMANCE


    
      
    


    The new romance; Sentiment and humour; Russian middle class; The man of the future; Descriptions of nature; Superfluity of detail; The Russian proletaire; Psychology of murder; Artistic inaccuracy; Moujik and outcast; A poet’s idealism.


    


    And yet it is just this sombre pathos and experience that compel us so often to recognise in Gorki’s types a new category of hero. They are characterised by their sense of boundless freedom. They have both inclination and capacity to abandon and fling aside all familiar customs, duties, and relations.


    It is a world of heroes, of most romantic heroes, that Gorki delineates for us. But the romance is not after the recipes of the old novelists: ancient, mystic, seeking its ideals in the remote past. This is living, actual romance. Even though some of Gorki’s heroes founder like the heroes of bygone epochs of literature upon their weakness, more of the “Bitter One’s” characters are shipwrecked on a deed.


    And it is this reckless parade and apotheosis of such men of action that accounts for Gorki’s huge success in comparison with many another, and with the writers of the preceding generation. It is for this that the young minds of his native country rally round him — the country that is loaded with clanking fetters.


    


    Gorki is dominated by a characteristic passion for strong, abnormal men. This type reappears in almost all his narratives. Here it is old Isergil, whose Odyssey of Love swells to saga-like magnitude. There we find the bold and fearless smuggler Chelkash, in the story of that name. Now it is the brazen, wanton, devoted Malva, who prefers the grown man to the inexperienced youth. Anon, the red Vaska, boots and janitor of the brothel. And there are numbers of other such titans.


    Unfortunately Gorki endows many of them with a vein of sentimentality, on which account his works are compared with those of Auerbach, in certain, more particularly in the aesthetic, Russian circles… a reproach that is only partially justified. Emelyan, e.g., is a notorious and professional robber. He sallies forth to attack and plunder a merchant in the night. But he encounters a young girl of good social position on the bridge which he has chosen for the scene of his attack. She intends to make away with herself. And in talking to her he forgets everything else; she moves him so profoundly that he dissuades her from suicide and takes her back to her parents.


    Despite its rank improbability and sentimental character this tale has a fine humour of its own. And there is, in particular, one sketch that is steeped in humour. This is the “Story of the Silver Clasp.” Three casual labourers break into an old factory and steal a silver clasp. One of them relinquishes his share and takes back the clasp. And all the thanks he gets is a rating from the old housekeeper.


    These, of course, are only accessory productions, artistic enough, but of a lighter character. Many of the tales unfortunately suffer from a hackneyed use of situations, materials, and ideas, suggestive of the hack writer. Gorki’s cheap sentiment, and maudlin pity, often result in clap-trap and padding which are foreign to the artist proper. But this is the effect of his predilection for individuals of forcible character.


    Gorki is always partial to despotic characters. And here and there he has succeeded in creating men, who take life into their own hands, instead of letting it take them in hand.


    


    It was inevitable that a writer who makes positive affirmations about life should receive a peculiar welcome in Russia, where a gloomy pessimism has obtained the preponderance in literature. Gorki’s conception of life is expressed in the words of the engine-driver Nil, in “The Bezemenovs”… a sympathetic figure, even if he be something of a braggart. Nil, who is almost the only cheerful and courageous man amid a handful of weaklings and degenerates, says:


    “I know that Life is hard, that at times it seems impossibly harsh and cruel, and I loathe this order of things. I know that Life is a serious business, even if we have not got it fully organised, and that I must put forth all my power and capacity in order to bring about this organisation. And I shall endeavour with all the forces of my soul to be steadfast to my inward promptings: to push my way into the densest parts of life, to knead it hither and thither, to hinder some, to help on others. It is this that is the joy of life!”…


    Words like these were bound to have a stimulating and invigorating effect after the despondency of the preceding epoch. This new spirit, this new man, gripped his contemporaries in full force.


    The result would undoubtedly have been even more striking if Gorki’s heroes were not invariably tainted with vestiges of the old order. They are, indeed, men of action. A totally different life pulsates in Gorki’s works; we are confronted with far more virile characters than in the works of other Russian authors. Even the engine driver Nil, however, fails to relieve any one of the sufferers from his troubles. He removes Polja confidently enough from her surroundings — but only leaves the greater darkness behind him. Even he is as yet unable to transform the conditions of life — and he is therefore stigmatised by a little of the Russian bluster.


    


    “The House of the Bezemenovs” (“The Tradespeople”), Gorki’s first dramatic work, describes the eternal conflict between sons and fathers. The narrow limitations of Russian commercial life, its borné arrogance, its weakness and pettiness, are painted in grim, grey touches. The children of the tradesman Bezemenov may pine for other shores, where more kindly flowers bloom and scent the air. But they are not strong enough to emancipate themselves. The daughter tries to poison herself because her foster brother, the engine-driver Nil, has jilted her. But when the poison begins to work she cries out pitifully for help. The son is a student, and has been expelled from the university. He hangs about at home, and cannot find energy to plot out a new career for himself. The weariness of a whole generation is expressed in his faint-hearted, listless words, as also in the blustering but ineffective rhodomontades of the tipsy choir-singer Teterev. All cordial relations between parents and children are lacking in this house.


    It is refreshing to come upon the other characters, who are of a different breed to these shop-keepers. The vodka-loving, jolly father of Polja (Bezemenov’s niece, who is exploited and maltreated in this house), is, in his contented yet sentimental egoism, a true representative of the ordinary Russian, the common man. And Polja! And Nil!… Here is the fresh blood of the future. How sure they both are in their love. “Ah! what a beautiful world it is, isn’t it? Wondrously beautiful… dear friend.… What a glorious man you are.…”


    Albeit this work is far from being a finished drama, it none the less has its special qualities. These men often talk as glibly as if they were essayists, they often seem to be mere vehicles for programmatic manifestoes. But as a whole they are the typical quintessence of the Russian people.


    


    Other wild and intrepid figures are to be found in the larger works that precede “The Tradespeople” — the novels “Foma Gordeyev” and “Three Men.” But Gorki’s new conception of life is less clearly and broadly formulated in these than in Nil, and other subsequent characters. These people rather collapse from the superabundance of their vigour and the meanness of their surroundings.


    


    In “Foma Gordeyev” Gorki flagellates the unscrupulous Russian wholesale dealer, who knows of nought beyond profit and the grossest sensual indulgence, and lets his own flesh and blood perish if they require of him to budge a hand-breadth from his egoistic standpoint. Foma, who is not built for a merchant, and who, while ambitious of command, is too magnanimous for the sordid business of a tradesman, has to give in. And the children of his triumphant guardian can only escape poverty by accepting their surroundings.


    Despite its agonies and martyrdoms, however, there is one marvellously inspiring feature about this novel, — its gorgeous descriptions of Nature, rich in life and colour. “Foma Gordeyev” is the romance of life on the Volga.


    With what intimacy, familiarity, and heart-felt emotion Gorki here describes and sees! The great River, with its diversified characteristics, its ominous events, mingles with the life of Man, and flows on past us.…


    It is this characteristic union of the Human-All-Too-Human with his impressions of Nature in so many of Gorki’s works, that makes them at the outset desirable and readable to a large proportion of his public. Much of his description of life beyond the social pale would be repulsive if it were not for this interpretative nature-painting. Especially would this be the case in “Malva.” This robust, free-loving, and free-living maiden attracts us by her vigorous participation in Nature, when, for instance, she leaps into the water, and sports in the element like a fish.


    


    Gorki’s countless wanderings through the Russian Steppes, his sojourns by the southern shores of the Russian Seas, are intimately interwoven with the course of Nature, and have given him poetic insight and motives which are ignored by other authors, who have grown up in the University, the Bureau, or the Coffee-houses of large towns. His life of poverty has made him rich. He has evolved some significant prose-poems from the life of Nature, and the contest of her forces. While the sketch, “Spring Voices,” is a satire, bristling with tangible darts and stings, “The Bursting of the Dam” expresses the full force that rages and battles in a stormy sea. The unemancipated workers construct steep, rocky dams that jut out into the free, unbridled sea. The waves that so long rolled on merrily, without fell intent, are now confined, and beat against the hard, cold, sullen rocks. The winds and tempests join in a colossal attack upon the unyielding barriers, and the rocks are shivered in fragments.


    


    Quite different again is the romance entitled “Three Men” (or “Three of Them”). The tales and sketches published prior to this work were merely founded on episodes, catastrophes, or descriptive passages from the author’s rich store of material. They certainly conveyed the essence of the life of his characters. They disclosed the axis of these people’s existence. But they are seldom free from a certain tiresome impressionism — and often make quite undue pretensions. The didactic is too obvious. Gorki is not always satisfied with saying, here is a bit of life. He tries to put in a little wisdom. His form is seldom clear and conclusive. His tales are overladen with detail and superfluity of minute description. In Germany, Gorki owes much to his translators. This is more especially obvious in the scholarly translation by August Scholz of “Makar Chudra,” Gorki’s first published work. At first Scholz only produced a portion of this story. Later on, when all that Gorki had written had its importance, and his commercial success was established, the whole of “Makar,” which is by no means free from obscurities, was translated.


    In the novel, “Three Men,” Gorki leaves the world of vagrants. He describes people who are intermediate between the vagabonds and the settled classes, who find their peace and happiness neither with the tramps nor with the well-to-do. Many more than three men live in this romance through times and destinies of the utmost significance. The novel might more exactly be termed “Many Men,” or even “No Men.” It all depends on how you read your author. In last resort the characters of the book have all something of the humanly-inhuman about them.


    This book is one of the most impressive works of our Russian author. Its large touches portray human life as it is, not only in Russia, but everywhere. The moujik who drifts into the City proletariat suffers from the life that whispers its secrets within and around him. “Why are men doomed to torment each other thus?” It frets and consumes him, weighs him down, and flogs him on again. And from this problem, which in the hands of many would only have resulted in a satire, Gorki creates a powerful tragedy. The aspiring proletaire, be he peasant or child of the artisan, is for the most part done to death with light laughter. In this the unjustified arrogance of the academic classes expresses itself too frequently. Too often they discover only the comic element in the men who have emerged from the ranks, and who, while gifted with uncommon energy and intelligence, can neither choose nor be chosen for any of the cultured professions. They fail to perceive that the influence of these men would have a refreshing and invigorating effect upon the whole life of the people. They miss the need of some such transfusion of “vulgar blood” into the higher forms of the body politic. They cannot admit that it is these very parvenus who are the founders of new families and a new civilisation. Nor that many chasms must for ever be left yawning. They do not appreciate the peculiar pride which Gorki expresses in this romance, in such a classic and touching manner, in the character of the girl student. Nor do they perceive that these aspirants possess much that is lacking in themselves — and that not particularly to their credit. Gorki knows that aspiration is not fulfilled without inward struggle and travail. And it is with a subtle psychological instinct that he endows the men who are struggling upward out of adversity with a deep craving for purity. Noble souls are invariably characterised by greater sensitiveness to delicacy, and this is equally the characteristic of those who are yearning to rise above their low environment. It is not from external filth alone that a man seeks to cleanse himself, but from inward corruption also. And so he strives, and strives again, for purity — and falls the deeper in the mire.


    Few writers share the happy recklessness peculiar to Gorki. He is free from false modesty, like his young moujik, who is compelled by his desire for purity — not by any conventional remorse — to proclaim his relations with his landlady and commercial partner, the shopkeeper’s wife, before all their acquaintances, at one of her entertainments — and also to announce himself as the murderer of the old money-lender. Nor is it the guilty sense of Raskolnikov that impels this moujik to confession and reparation. It is his repugnance for the men in contrast with whom he stands out as an ideal and promising figure.


    And it is here that Gorki seems to us almost to surpass Dostoevsky. Raskolnikov is a murderer on theory, a penitent out of weakness. Gorki’s murderer, however, kills from inward compulsion. His act, his acknowledgment of it, all is sheer naïve necessity. Here is a man who feels no compunction for having crushed a worm.


    Who, in last resort, is the man that repents his deeds? Of all the criminals we have encountered in doss-houses, shelters, and labour-colonies, scarce a single one. And the deed came nearly always like a flash from the blue. Implacable, dire, and for the most part unconscious compulsion, but no premeditated volition, drove them to it. And here Gorki is a true creator, even if as artist he ranks below Dostoevsky.


    The characterisation of the men is beyond reproach. Each has his purpose, and bears upon the murderer: the women, however, are not wholly satisfactory.


    Gorki is crushingly ruthless to the wives of the householders and officials. He heaps them with vices. They are not merely vulgar in money matters. They are pitiful in their sexual affairs, and, in fact, in all relations. Gorki’s harlots on the contrary always have some compelling, touching, noble trait. One of the prostitutes bewails her wasted life. Another craves to share all the sufferings of the man who has committed murder for her sake. A third is possessed with a sudden passion for truth. And that in the Justice Room, though she knows that her lover, sitting opposite her, is doomed if she deserts him.


    At this point Gorki seems, indeed, to have deliberately abjured his intimate knowledge of certain classes of the community. A prostitute always lies to the end. Particularly for the benefit of her lover. Her life is essentially not calculated to make her a fanatic for truth. If she learns anything, indeed, in her persecuted and despised profession, it is the art of lying. Never during a prolonged acquaintance with brothels and houses of bad repute have we encountered a truth-loving prostitute. Gorki, however, needed her for his work. Her confession removes the last obstacle to the confession of the murderer. It cuts away the last prop beneath the undermined dam.


    And yet it first arouses our suspicion of the probity and reality of Gorki’s types. Why should he be so emotional in some places while in others he can be so hard and harsh? He has not yet arrived at representation without prejudice.


    And then we ask: “How far can his characterisations in general be accepted?”


    Gorki often sacrifices probability to polemics. Too often he is merely the emotional controversialist. Bias and Life are with him not always welded into the harmonious whole, which one is entitled to claim from the genuine artist.


    


    To the Teutonic mind the individual works of Gorki, e.g., the novel, “Three Men,” still appear gloomy and sombre. As a whole, too, they affect us sadly; they are oppressive.


    Yet we must remember that Gorki attacks life with a certain primitive force and urgency, and that he has a passion for courageous and capable individuals. It is here that his experiences are to his advantage. They have steeled him. Each of his works presents at least one energetic, defiant man — as a rule, one who is outside the pale of society. In one of his sketches, Chelkash is a smuggler, a reckless fellow, who induces a poor peasant to serve as his accomplice in a nocturnal burglary. This rustic is a contemptible creature. His avarice prompts him to fall on the smuggler and murder him for the sake of his gold pieces. The wounded Chelkash flings the money at him contemptuously. Gorki portrays the much-belauded moujik as a pitiable money-grubber, a detestable associate, who loses all higher motives in his struggle for the means of existence.


    This, at any rate, is Gorki’s belief: it is neither the householders nor the peasants who are the custodians and promoters of what is human and noble. For Gorki, magnanimity and honour are found almost exclusively among the degenerates and outlaws. This clear vision and imaginative insight that forces Gorki into the arms of the men who are outcasts from the life of the community must not be misinterpreted. All great writers put their trust in kings, or rogues, or revolutionaries. Vigour and energetic enterprise flourish only where daily anxieties have had to be outworn. The poet needs men who stand erect, and live apart from the opinions of universal orthodoxy.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    SCENES FROM THE ABYSSES


    
      
    


    Scenes from the Abysses; The new gospel; Gorki’s defects; Truth or sentimentality; The new Russia; Future development.


    


    The men of the “Doss-house” are again of this type. They live in the recesses of a horrible cellar, a derelict Baron, a former convict, a public prostitute, and more of the same “cattle.” One man who lodges there with his wife is pilloried, because as a worker he stands apart from them:


    “‘I am a man who works!’ — as if the rest of us were less than he! Work away if it makes you happier! — why be so cock-a-hoop about it? If men are to be valued for their work, a horse would count for more than a man — at least it draws the cart… and holds its tongue about it.”


    And as they speak, so they live. They are all destitute; but they content themselves with carrying on a sort of guerilla warfare against the householders.


    And yet for some of them this life of brawls and vodka, of theft and mendicancy, is a very hell. Especially for the thief Pepel. He would gladly rise to a purer life. Alone, he is not strong enough. But — with Natasha.


    This Natasha is the sister of the woman who keeps the shelter, and who herself has relations with Pepel, and does not intend to let him slip through her fingers. She even wishes him to make away with her husband in order that she may live undisturbed with the thief.


    This is repulsive to Pepel.


    At this crisis the wanderer Luka makes his appearance. He wants to help every one. He is the apostle of goodness and humanity. He finds a tender word for the dying wife of the locksmith. He talks to the drunken actor about a Reformatory, where he can be cured of his propensity for drinking. And he counsels Natasha to fly with Pepel from these depths of iniquity. The keeper of the refuge hears this. She torments her sister, and almost does her to death, with her husband’s assistance. Pepel is off his head with rage, and actually fulfils the woman’s wishes, by murdering her husband.


    She is triumphant. And the wayfarer vanishes. In the last Act the other wastrels are collected together. They are trying to clear up their ideas of themselves, and of the world. One tells how the wanderer thought the world existed only for the fittest — as in the carpentering trade. All live — and work — and of a sudden comes one who pushes the whole business forward by ten years.


    “Man is the reality… Man who alone is really great… All is in Man, all is for Man.… To the health of Man!” is the toast of the former convict Satin.


    “Be Men!” is the new watchword for Russia. And thus for Russians the “Doss-house” came as a gospel, although Gorki has not yet wrought his materials into the supreme conflict that must result in a really great tragedy. “The Doss-house” is not that tragedy. It presents no titanic action, no mighty fate, no clashing shock to reveal the battle of the great natural tendencies in Man, and give an immeasurable lift to our conceptions of existence. There is still something that oppresses us — there is too much puling and complaint. Criticism as a whole has been deceived by the resounding and pathetic words which it has accepted as a profound philosophy. Philosophy, however, is for the study, not the stage. Our great philosophers have said all that Gorki has put into the mouth of his outcasts, and said it far more forcibly. His observations on the dignity of Man are his only original and impressive contributions.


    The critics have gone astray in another direction also. They have insisted on the great compassion that radiates from the piece, as embodied in Luka, the wanderer, and have commended this pillar of light and salvation. And they have completely overlooked the fact that it is he who is responsible for most of the misfortunes. In last resort Luka brings help to no one, but only succeeds in embroiling the situation, and accelerating the catastrophe.


    Gorki undoubtedly intended to describe a luminary. But he failed to carry out his purpose consistently. In spite of himself this apostle is unable to effect any good, too often does just the contrary. The action of this character reminds us of Gregor Werle in Ibsen’s “Wild Duck.”


    From the purely technical standpoint, moreover, “The Doss-house” is full of defects. The great catastrophe is brought about by eavesdropping. As in the worst melodrama, the intrigante of the piece, the lodging-house keeper and mistress of the thief, appears in the background just at the most critical point of the confabulation between Pepel and his allies, and the vagrant Luka.


    A great work of art should scorn such cheap expedients. Nor are the whining descriptions given by several of the castaways of their mode of existence, properly speaking, dramatic; they only induce false sympathy.


    The same capital fault is evident in Gorki’s other productions. We have already touched on the defects of “Three Men.” In “The Doss-house” again, our author has struck several wrong chords in his characterisation. He has failed to present the tragedy of the derelicts; nor has he in one single instance given a correct artistic picture of the occupants of the shelter. As an environment, the doss-house is interesting enough, but it is imperfect and inadequate. In his effort to bring these men into touch with his audience, Gorki credits them with over-much virtue. On one occasion the thief requires the outcast baron to bark like a dog. The baron replies: “I am aware that I have already sunk deeper than you whereever this is possible.” And it is only after a pause that the thief is able to reply: “You have confounded me, Baron.”


    This is no speech for men of this type. Gorki turns himself here into a sentimentalist. The baron should have answered this proposal that he should “bark” somewhat as follows: “What will you pay me? Hum! What can you offer me — a good place?” Or suggested him knocking him over the head. Then we should have had a drastic representation of the depraved derelicts. Description is wanted, not sophistry. Philosophising and quibbling over personality is a poor expedient, and one rejected by first-class writers.


    It may be alleged that a work of imagination need not be true to nature. But Gorki undoubtedly aims at producing an effect of fidelity to nature, to serve his emotional objects. To our mind, however, he would have produced a far more direct and vigorous impression if he had painted the depravity of the baron and his associates with stronger and more artistic touches, that is, if he had been hard and ruthless, like Maupassant in so many of his sketches. We want instances of corruption, not nice talk about it.


    On one point Gorki is absolutely right: “The Doss-house” is not a tragedy, but a succession of detached scenes, as he himself calls it. It has no serious pretensions to be a drama. It is almost entirely lacking in construction and in development, in crises or catastrophes resulting from character. It has been quite unjustly preferred to the German play, “The Weavers.” Yet that is in another category. That is the classic tragedy of the masses. It contains all that can be demanded of a drama: climax, necessary impulsion, catastrophe. It would not be easy to surpass this truly modern tragedy, even if it is less adroitly philosophical than “The Doss-house.” Moreover “The Weavers” indicates a revolution in dramatic literature. “The Doss-house” is at most the corollary of this revolution. It presents no new developments in literary style: this is wanting, as in all Gorki’s productions. And yet the work of the Russian has its points: the actors have most congenial parts, and talented players are willing to put their best and most telling work into it. “The Doss-house” had an unparalleled success when it was performed at the Klein Theater in Berlin. The splendid staging made a magnificent achievement of the “Scenes from the Abysses,” which thrilled and held the audience like some colossal work of music. And the human value of the work entitles it to rank with the best that has been produced in recent years on the farther side of the Vistula.


    Gorki has done well to describe the world and the stratum whence he emerged, and which he traversed, in his powerful works. His writings expound the New Russia. He himself is New Russia. He is the man who has overcome all life’s obstacles.


    And it is he who holds up new, courageous, virile men to his nation, men who have faith and will to live.


    He is himself profoundly sympathetic. His works bring him in a large annual income. But he does not hoard it up. He does not clutch his money. He knows the value of a helping hand. In his heart, moreover, he is averse to open admiration. This was apparent in his refusal to accept the public homage offered him some two years ago in the Art Theatre of Moscow. Gorki was drinking tea at a buffet with Chekhov, at a first performance of “Uncle Wanja,” when suddenly the two were surrounded by a crowd of curious people. Gorki exclaimed with annoyance: “What are you all gaping at? I am not a prima ballerina, nor a Venus of Medici, nor a dead man. What can there be to interest you in the outside of a fellow who writes occasional stories.” The Society Journals of Moscow wished to teach Gorki a lesson in manners, for having dealt so harshly with the appreciative patrons of the theatre. He replied with the delightful satire: “Of the Author, who aimed too high.”


    While many critics fall into ecstasies over anything that Gorki writes, he himself preserves the just perspective, as in the case of this public homage. No one has spoken as uncompromisingly of his theatrical pieces as himself. That alone proves him to be a clever, critical man. But it also shows him to be honourable, talented, and clear-headed. How few authors would, if they thought some of their own works of minor importance, straightway communicate the fact to their public?


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    LETTER TO HERR MAX REINHARDT


    
      
    


    “To you, dear Sir, and to your Company, I send my portrait. I must apologise for not doing it before, but had no time. With it I send an album of sketches of ‘The Doss-house’ as performed at the Art Theatre in Moscow. I do this in the hope of simultaneously expressing my gratitude to you for your performance of my piece, and of showing how closely you and your ensemble succeeded in reproducing Russia proper, in your presentation of the types and scenes in my play. Allow me to offer my most cordial thanks to you and to your collaborators for your energetic acceptance of my work. Nothing binds men together so truly as Art — let us join in a toast to Art, and to all who serve her truly, and have courage to portray the crude reality of Life as it is.


    “Heartiest greetings to yourself and to your artists. I greatly regret my ignorance of the German language, and am ashamed of it. If I knew German, I could express my sincere thanks to you more plainly. With all my heart I wish you luck and success.


    “M. GORKI.


    
      
    


    “NIJNI NOVGOROD,

    “August 1, 1903.”


    
      
    


    


    


    


    Hence we look forward with interest to Gorki’s future contributions, whether in poetry or drama. It is significant of the man and his intellect that he has not allowed himself to be saddled by the Theatre Devil, but presses forward to fresh tasks and aims.
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    Gorky was buried near the Kremlin Wall in Moscow
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